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Digital vs analogue conflicts 


t's impossible to ignore the ingenuity and 

brilliance of the scientists and engineers 

who create the incredible flying machines 
that seem to defy the laws of physics and keep 
us so enthralled. That, and the dedication, 
talent and bravery of the men and women who 
fly and maintain them, show that were 
capable of so much more when we 
work together. 

In this issue, we take an in-depth look at a 
NATO-EU collaboration that sees 30 nations 
working together to create effective aerospace 
programmes (page 28). 

These two organisations love an acronym 
or abbreviation, which isn't that surprising 
when you consider their names. From 
MMF (tanker/transport) to OCCAR (joint 
armament co-operation), and AIM2S (multi- 
national maritime patrols) to AGS (ground 


surveillance), each of these programmes 
makes us safer, stronger or smarter. 

Meanwhile, the Polish Air Force is trying to 
be more independent where its fighter-pilot 
training is concerned (p58). It's bringing its 
training back from the US, and furnishing the 
training school with new jet trainers. 

Conversely, the RAF is fighting to maintain a 
viable airborne-early-warning capability. As its 
budgets are sliced, the number of Wedgetail 
Boeing E-7 aircraft on order may be cut, the 
planes may be leased, or it may seek a cheaper 
option. Get the low-down on p72. 

The conflict in Nagorno Karabakh (page 78), 
which ignited again in September, is being 
fought largely by unmanned aerial vehicles. 
‘Attritable’ is the word of the moment, and these 
‘cheap’ aircraft, which can carry out recon and 
bombing missions, can be written off without 


loss of life, or defence budgets being too badly 
damaged, in this strange remote-controlled war. 
The ongoing conflict in Somalia, East Africa, 
mind you, is altogether more ‘analogue’; as 
national and private forces-for-hire take on 
al-Shabaab, a branch of al-Qaeda, and the 
Somali pirates that part-fund its activities. 
Al Venter gives us the low-down on this 
‘old-fashioned’ dirty war, starting on page 84. 
Throw in Flankers, Lightnings, Curls, Fulcrums 
and Sea Kings, and you have a magazine which 
we think is certain to enlighten. Enjoy. 
John Sootheran 


Visit our website at 


www.key.aero/airforcesmonthly 


Contact the team at 
editor@airforcesmonthly.com 


NATO is collaborating with EU states, and others, as Russian belligerence escalates. Here, a NATO E-3A AWACS takes to the skies on another mission, as the 
organisation plans its successor. It’s hoped the Alliance Future Surveillance and Control programme (AFSC) will be in service by 2035 Alan Warnes 
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Comment 
AFM's monthly opinion on the latest military 
aviation hot-button topics 


News 
The world's top military aviation news 
spanning almost 20 pages. This month's 
notable highlights include Japan's F-35A 
Lightning II exercises aboard the USS 
America, along with the Eurofighter bid 
to replace the Spanish Air Force's F/A-18 
Hornets by 2030 


Your Aviation 


INTEL REPORT: Europe's 

aerospace collaborations 
A Euro-based agency is seeking greater 
co-operation and economies of scale, creating 
more collaborative aerospace programmes for 
NATO and its EU partners, reports Alan Warnes 


Gripen on a war footing 
Dispersing its fighters across remote runways 
keeps the Swedish Air Force combat ready. But 
as Bjórn Rüdén reports, the strategy demands 
rapid refuelling and re-arming turnarounds. 


Attrition report 
Dave Allport details the world's most recent 
military accidents 


Goodbye An-26 


The Hungarian Air Force has retired its last 
Soviet fixed-wing aircraft, the venerable Antonov 
An-26, one of the most popular transport aircraft 
of the Cold War era, as Tamás Martényi reports 


Venezuelan interceptors 
When an unidentified EP-3 Aries II entered 
Venezuelan air space earlier this year, the nation's 
air force scrambled its Sukhoi Su-30 fighters to 
see off the invader, writes Sérgio Santana 


Polish Fighter Training 
Patrick Roegies and Paul Gross reveal how the 
Polish Air Force has updated its fleet of fighter- 
pilot training aircraft, with the intention of 
making its training more cost effective and less 
dependent on outside forces 
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A Sukhoi Su-30 МК2 of the Fighter 
Air Group No. 11 ‘Diablos’ of the Bolivarian 
Military Aviation of Venezuela Sergio J. Padrón A 
The Swedish Air Force disperses 
its Gripen fighters across remote runways to 
keep them combat ready Bjorn Rudén 
A Royal Navy Sea King ASaC7 
landing aboard RFA ‘Argus’ during deck training 
lan Harding 
An M-346 jet trainer of the Polish Air 
Force Paul Gross 
An E-7A of the RAAF Cpl Craig 
Barrett 


Elemental forces LEGENDS: The majestic 
The Vermont National Guard in South Sea King 
Burlington, Vermont, talks to Rob Coppinger lan Harding speaks to the pilots and crew of the 
about its huge transition from the Lockheed Royal Navy's now-retired Westland Sea King 
Martin F-16 Fighting Falcon to the F-35A ASaC7 - a helicopter that carved a legacy as 
Lightning II one of the service's most-prized assets 
Wedgetail at risk? Coming up 
Jon Lake reveals how the Royal Air Force is See what's featuring in your AFM next month 


struggling to match its essential Airborne-Early- 
Warning capabilities with the budgets it’s being 
given. Is the Boeing E-7 Wedgetail the answer to 
its prayers or an expensive ‘white elephant’? 


Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
The ongoing conflict between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia has seen a lethal use of drone power, 
reports Alexander Mladenov 


Tackling the Horn of Africa 
International powers are jostling for influence 
amid the war on terror, writes Al J. Venter 


Last USMC AH-TW retired 


HMLA-773 Det A AH-1W Super Cobra 165051 ‘MM-20’ makes a final flight over New Orleans during the Whiskey Sundown Ceremony at Naval Air Station Joint Reserve 
Base New Orleans, Louisiana, on October 14 USMC/Lance Cpl Christopher England 


USA The US Marine Corps 
held a Whiskey Sundown 
Ceremony at Naval Air 
Station Joint Reserve Base 
New Orleans, Louisiana, 
on October 14 to mark the 
final retirement of the Bell 
AH-1W Super Cobra. 


As part of the event, 
an AH-1W operated by 
Marine Light Attack 
Helicopter Squadron 773 
(HMLA-773) Detachment 
A 'Nomads' made a final 
flight over New Orleans. 
It marked the end of a 


Drone war: truth 
is first casualty 


NAGORNO-KARABAKH 
Unmanned aircraft systems 
(UAS) operated by the 
armed forces of Nagorno- 
Karabakh and Azerbaijan 
have been shot down 

by both sides in late 
September and October, 
according to 

their governments. 

Since September 26, 
what had previously been 
reported as ceasefire 
violations, has developed 
into a full-blown conflict. 
Government websites 
and social media have 
shown pictures of drones 
apparently being shot 
down or the resulting 
wreckage (See ‘Drone 
wars in the Caucasus, 
pp.78-83). None of 
the claims can be 
independently verified. 

When the conflict began, 
Azerbaijan released 
social media videos that 
appeared to be UAS 
electro-optical recordings. 
They purported to show 
Azerbaijan successes 
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against Nagorno-Karabakh 
forces. The Azerbaijan 
army invaded the disputed 
region of Nagorno- 
Karabakh in the last week 
of September. On October 
1, the latter's governing 
authority, which calls itself 
the government of Artsakh 
Republic, posted pictures 
of what it claimed was a 
downed Azerbaijan drone. 
The Artsakh Republic 

is not internationally 
recognised, it was 
so-named by the largely 
Armenian population of 
the disputed region. 

The predominantly 
orthodox Christian 
Nagorno-Karabakh 
fought for independence 
in the early 1990s from 
the mainly Muslim 
former Soviet Republic of 
Azerbaijan. The Azerbaijan 
President Ilham Aliyev 
admitted his country used 
Turkish drones and refused 
to give more detail in an 
October 14 interview with 
news channel, France 24. 


34-year career for the 
type in the marine corps 
service, during which it 
accumulated 933,614 flight 
hours. The iconic aircraft 
served as the dedicated 
attack helicopter for the 
marines through multiple 


Sweden kee 


campaigns, including 
Operation Desert Storm, 
Iraqi Freedom and 
Enduring Freedom. The 
type has been replaced by 
the AH-1Z Viper. Col David 
Walsh, Naval Air Systems 
Command light attack 


helicopter programmes 
manager, said: "Although 
the AH-1W chapter is 
closing, the AH-1Z Viper 
stands ready with even 
greater capability to 
support our marines for 
years to come." 


s Gripen C/D 


beyond another decade 


A formation of Gripens can 
be seen from the cockpit of a 
Saab JAS 39 Gripen C Saab 


SWEDEN A defence 
ministry bill which hikes 
spending by 4096 includes 
keeping two squadrons' 
worth of Saab JAS 39 
Gripen C/Ds flying 
beyond 2030. The bill was 
published on October 14. 
The Swedish Air Force 
(SwAF) maintains six 
Gripen C squadrons, four 
of which will transition 
to the Gripen E when 
deliveries of the platform 


begin in the near future. 
The defence bill funds 
upgrades for the remaining 
units to the latest MS20- 
standard, equipped with 
the Meteor beyond-visual- 
range air-to-air missile 
(BVRAAM), GBU-39 small 
diameter bombs and a new 
reconnaissance pod. 

On October 23, Saab 
outlined the SwAF's plan 
to upgrade and retain two 
squadrons of Gripen C/D 


multirole fighters for at 
least another decade. 
Swedish defence minister 
Peter Hultqvist said: "We 
are taking the security 
situation extremely 
seriously. The proposals 
in the bill should be seen 
against the background of 
the deteriorating security 
situation in Sweden's 
neighbourhood. An armed 
attack against Sweden 
cannot be ruled out." 
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Tomcats AV-8B 


USA A Sundown ceremony be dormant for long, as it 


on October 15 at United 
States Marine Corps Air 
Station (MCAS) Yuma, 
Arizona, marked the end of 
Marine Attack Squadron 
311 (VMA-311) ‘Tomcats’ 
McDonnell Douglas AV-8B 
Harrier II operations. 
VMA-311 will not 


USAF Chief: tech for agility is a 


USA Microwave air base 
protection and unmanned 
logistics aircraft are in the 
United States Air Force's 
future, its Chief of Staff, 
Gen Charles Brown, told 
the Mitchell Institute for 
Aerospace Studies on 
October 21. 

Under his slogan of 
'accelerate change or 
lose', Brown set out what 
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is to re-activate as Marine 


Fighter Attack Squadron 
311 (VMFA-311) with the 
Lockheed Martin F-35C 


Lightning II in spring 2021. 
As part of this transition, 


the Tomcats will move 
to a new home at MCAS 
Miramar, California. 


he believed was possible 
for the USAF to beat an 


adversary cost effectively. 


Citing an operational 
reality of the air force 
working in smaller, more 
dispersed locations, he 
called for light, lean, agile 
and easy to operate force 
protection technology. 
For air base missile 
defence he specified high 


VMA-311 was initially 
commissioned in World 
War II (1942) as a fighter 
attack squadron at Cherry 
Point, North Carolina. 

It was the first US Marine 
Corps squadron to 
employ the AV-8B in 
combat during Operation 
Desert Shield. 


power microwave and 
high-velocity projectiles. 
With those dispersed 
locations, Brown also saw 
a need for unmanned 
aircraft systems (UAS) 
for logistics. He said: 
"We've done strike and ISR 
[intelligence, surveillance 
and reconnaissance], 
but less on logistics. 
He added that "strike, 


Subscribe to www.Key.Aero for breaking news stories. 
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Sundown 


VMA-311's Harriers were 
the first to fly combat 
missions in Afghanistan 
during Operation Enduring 
Freedom, and participated 
in the initial combat sortie 


of Operation Iraqi Freedom 


in 2003. 
As part of the US Marine 
Corp's (USMC) ongoing 


transition to the F-35, 
another MCAS Yuma 
Harrier unit, VMA-314 
‘Black Sheep’ will begin 
the transition to the F-35B 
in 2021. 

However, three USMC 
operational squadrons and 
one training squadron will 
continue to fly the AV-8B. 


US Marine Corps Lt Col Keith Bucklew, commanding officer of 


Lance Cpl Julian Elliott-Drouin 


ISR, logistics, electronic 
warfare” can be achieved 
by designing UAS with, “a 
mixed capability”. Brown 
also referred to Agility 
Prime, a USAF programme 
which aims to accelerate, 
“advanced air mobility 
vehicles”, as a source of 
potential future logistics’ 
UAS. He also cited UAS 
and other unspecified 


Defense/Yi Diyu 


Marine Attack Squadron 311 (VMA-311), taxis down the flightline 
in one of the unit’s AV-8B Harrier Ils after his last flight at 
Marine Corps Air Station Yuma, Arizona, on October 14. 
The following day, VMA-311 was deactivated 


ry of National 


priority 
technologies as ways of 
delivering a war fighting 
capability equivalent to a 
USAF with 386 squadrons 
but while only having 

a number closer to the 
existing 312 squadrons. 
The US government's 2018 
national defence strategy 
called for a USAF of 386 
squadrons to counter 
China and Russia. 
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Carrier combat Japan 


training for 
China’s J-15 


CHINA The first 
domestically-built Chinese 
aircraft carrier, Shandong, 
has completed its combat 
testing and training 
missions in the Bohai Sea, 
according to state media. 
The sea trials in 
September were expected 
to include Shenyang 
Aircraft Corporation 
J-15 fighter operations, 
according to the state- 
owned media and China 
People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA)-sponsored 
websites, such as, ‘China 
Military’. The Shandong, 
which was commissioned 
into the PLA Navy in 
December 2019, left 
the Dalian shipyard in 
Liaoning province on 
September 1 for the trials. 
The Chinese media also 
reported that China's 
first carrier, the Liaoning, 
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carried out training in the 
same month. 

The US think-tank, 
Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, 
states that the Liaoning 
is a former Soviet Union 
navy heavy cruiser. It was 
substantially altered by 
the Chinese to become 
a carrier and was 
commissioned in 2012. 

State-owned newspaper, 
Global Times, reported 
on October 27 that PLA 
Naval Military Studies 
Research Institute 
senior research fellow, 
Zhang Junshe, had told 
it: "In the future, the 
[Shandong] will conduct 
more exercises on 
co-ordination with aircraft 
and ships, as well as 
co-ordination with [the] 
other carrier strike group," 
referring to the Liaoning. 


Apu o 


ese F-35s 


defend USS America 


JAPAN Lockheed Martin 
F-35A Lightning II aircraft 
from the Japan Air Defense 
Command conducted 
integrated air defence 
operations on October 

20, with the United States 
Navy's amphibious ship 
USS America. 


2 > а. 7 
US Navy amphibious assault ship USS ‘America’ conducted 


The operations included 
advanced tactics, 
techniques and procedures 
to exercise command 
and control in employing 
the F-35A with an 
amphibious flotilla. 

They were designed to 
increase the tactical 


integrated air defence operations in the Western Pacific Ocean 
on October 20 with Lockheed Martin F-35A Lightning II aircraft 
from the Japan Air Self-Defense Command United States Navy 


proficiency, lethality and 
interoperability of the 
amphibious forces of 
the US Navy's America 
Expeditionary Strike 
Group and the Japan Air 
Self-Defense Force. 

USS America is the 
flagship of the navy's 
America Amphibious 
Ready Group and is 
deployed in the 7th Fleet's 
Area of Responsibility in 
the Indo-Pacific region. 
USS America and the 
Japan Air Self-Defense 
Forces operate routinely 
together in this area. 

"These are the most 
advanced capabilities 
to ever sail or fly. [USS] 
America is a fifth- 
generation amphibious 
assault platform, built from 
the keel up to optimise the 
most advanced capability 
of the fifth-generation F-35 
platform," said America's 
commanding officer Capt 
Luke Frost. 
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MEDITERRANEAN Royal Navy Royal Marines rappel from the British Army Leonardo AW159 Wildcat, registration 22403, on to the deck of a Cypriot ship undertaking 
joint-exercises in the-Mediterranean with Greek Cypriot defence forces Crown-copyright-2013 


$550m USMC King Stallion deal 


USA SIX more Sikorsky 
CH-53K King Stallions have 
now been ordered for the 
United States Marine Corps 
(USMC). The deal, which 
was announced on October 
26, brings the total to 24. 

As part of a $550m 
contract, Sikorsky will 
begin delivering the six 
rotorcraft in January 2024 
and the last should be 
with the USMC by July 
of that year. The Marines 
plan to acquire about 200 
CH-53Ks to replace the 
ageing CH-53E Super 
Stallion fleet. The King 
Stallions ordered in 
October are being built as 
part of the low-rate initial 
production Lot IV. 

More than 2,000 flight 
hours have now been 
flown with development 


prototypes to validate 

the King Stallions' 
performance, including 
ship trials in hot and cold 
environments. The CH-53K 
has almost finished its 
flight-test programme after 
which its initial operational 
test-and-evaluation phase 
will begin. 

"Pilots are already training 
on state-of-the art flight 
training devices to prepare 
in a safe, cost-effective 
manner for operational 
deployment," said Sikorsky 
CH-53K programme 
director, Bill Falk. 


This year the Lockheed 
Martin CH-53K King Stallion 
completed air-to-air refuelling 
with a 27,000lb (12,246kg) 
external load, demonstrating 
its ability to handle heavy-lift 
transport from sea to shore 
Lockheed Martin 


Four Romeos ordered for Hellenic Navy 


USA LOCKHEED MARTIN 
was awarded a $180 
million US Naval Air 
Systems Command deal 
on October 26 to build four 
Sikorsky MH-60R Romeo 
helicopters and deliver 
them to the Hellenic Navy. 
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The four MH-60Rs are 
expected to be completed 
by February 2025. Greece 
becomes the sixth country 
to acquire the MH-60R, 
joining the US, Australia, 
Denmark, India and Saudi 
Arabia. In addition to 


the helicopters, the deal 
includes three airborne 
low-frequency sonars. 
On July 12, 2019, the US 
government's Defense 
Security Cooperation 
Agency announced that 
the US State Department 


had approved a possible 
foreign military sale for 
Greece to acquire up to 
seven MH-60Rs. 

"We are extremely 
pleased that the 
government of Greece 
has selected the US Navy's 


MH-60R. [It] will provide 
unparalleled capability to 
the Hellenic Navy for years 
to come,” said Naval Air 
Systems Command H-60 
Multi-Mission Helicopter 
Program Manager, Capt 
Todd Evans. 
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Grim Reapers F-15C/Ds take 
over Icelandic air policing 


ICELAND A United States Air Force Boeing F-15C Eagle, tail number 84-0010 ‘LN, from the 48th Fighter Wing's 493га Expeditionary Fighter Squadron ‘Grim Reapers’ 
based at RAF Lakenheath, Suffolk, basks in the green light of the Aurora Borealis at Keflavik Air Base in Iceland on October 24. The last of the three 48th Fighter Wing 
F-15s to retain its heritage colour scheme, the aircraft has been deployed along with other Eagles from the same unit to support NATO Air Policing operations for the 
region, for which the USAF took responsibility from October 12 USAF/Master Sgt Matthew Plew 


NETHERLANDS The 
arrival of the two latest 
Lockheed Martin F-35A 
Lightning IIs for the Royal 
Netherlands Air Force 
(RNLAF) suffered a delay 
caused by production- 
related inspections. 

The two Dutch F-35s, 
serial numbers F-013 
and F-014 and respective 
construction numbers 
AN-13 and AN-14, had to 
be inspected when some 
of the bolts were found to 
be incorrect. 

While checking an Italian 
F-35 at the Cameri factory 
in Italy, deviations were 
found in the length of some 


Bolts hold up Dutch F-35 deliveries 


USA A Lockheed Martin 
AC-130W Stinger II 
gunship has been 
delivered to Sheppard Air 
Force Base in Texas to 
improve armaments and 
maintenance training on 
the cannon-armed, close 
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bolts attaching panels to 
the aircraft. Inspecting 
other F-35s led to similar 
discrepancies being 
discovered. Consequently, 
the RNLAF's AN-13 
arrived at Leeuwarden Air 
Base four weeks late on 
October 27, and AN-14 was 
expected two weeks late 
in mid-November. 

A timeframe is being 
established to check 
the four F-35s already 
operating with the RNLAF. 

“The problem does not 
pose a safety risk and 
F-35 flying will continue as 


normal,” the Dutch Ministry 


of Defence said. 


air support type. The 
Stinger II is used around 
the world for close air 


support and air interdiction. 


In addition to bombs 
carried on wing pylons, the 
AC-130W is equipped with 
a 30mm GAU-23 cannon. 


a к 


ml. 


ге: Afte 


ra four-week delay, Royal Ne 


therlands Air Force F-35A Lightning II, serial number 


F-013, finally arrives at Leeuwarden Air Base on October 27, following its delivery flight from 
Cameri, Italy RNLAF/Leeuwarden Air Base 


Stinger II gunship lands at Sheppard 


Until May 2012, the 
Stinger II had been known 
as the Lockheed Martin 
MC-130W Dragon Spear, 
but it has now been 
fitted with more precise 
weapons. A prototype 
participated in Operation 


New Dawn in Iraq in late 
2013. Sheppard's Stinger II 
will have a GAU-23 cannon 
installed at a later date. 
"This new [aircraft model] 
will have pylons already 
installed [for bombs], 
so we can continue the 


training we are doing for 
loading. In the future it 

will have the [cannon] 

gun systems that we 

don't currently have," said 
363rd Training Squadron 
instructor supervisor MSgt 
Joshua Paakaula. 
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50th A330 for MRTT conversion delivered 


199141 MM 


SPAIN Staff at the Airbus factory in Getafe celebrate acceptance of the 50th Airbus A330 for multi role tanker transport (MRTT) conversion, on October 23. The A330- 
243, test registration F-WWKU and construction number 1982, made its maiden flight on August 24. After its conversion, it will become the sixth for the NATO multi- 
national MRTT fleet. It has been allocated the Royal Netherlands Air Force serial T-059. A total of 61 MRTTs have been ordered Airbus Defence and Space/J V Raymondon 


P-8A refuelling first 


for the RAAF 


AUSTRALIA In September, 
the Royal Australian Air 
Force (RAAF) completed 
the air-to-air refuelling of 
a Boeing P-8A Poseidon 
using an Airbus KC-30A 
multi-role tanker transport. 
The RAAF Base 
Amberley KC-30A from 
No 33 squadron and the 
RAAF Base Edinburgh 
P-8A Poseidon from 


No 92 Wing made this 


first refuelling contact in 
training airspace off the 
coast of Queensland. 
The P-8A was refuelled 
using the 11m boom 
system mounted on 

the KC-30A. The seven 
test refuelling flights 
were carried out from 
September 22 to October 
1, with the Australian 
Department of Defence 
announcing their success 


on October 20. The 
execution of the air-to- 
air refuelling required 
extensive planning and 
training in the simulator 
and in the air. 

"The missions represent 
a significant achievement 
for the P-8A fleet, on our 
path to final operational 
capability," said Officer 
Commanding No. 92 Wing 
Grp Capt John Grime. 


A Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) Airbus KC-30A multi role tanker transport refuels an RAAF 
Boeing P-8A Poseidon on September 30 off the coast of Queensland during the first refuelling 
contact trials between the two types Australian Department of Defence/Cpl Brett Sherriff 
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RAF Voyagers cleared 
to refuel A400M 


A Royal Air Force Airbus A330 multi role tanker transport 
Voyager refuelling a trials Airbus A400M Atlas during certification 
testing for INTA Airbus Defence and Space 


SPAIN Airbus announced 
on October 26 that the 
Spanish National Institute 
for Aerospace Technology 
(INTA) has granted the 
Royal Air Force (RAF) 
Airbus A330 multi role 
tanker transport (MRTT) 
Voyager clearance for the 
air-to-air refuelling (AAR) of 
the Airbus A400M Atlas. 
The approval was for 
the centreline hose and 
drogue system, known 
as the fuselage refuelling 
unit (FRU), used to refuel 
large probe-equipped 
aircraft such as the A400M 
or Airbus C295. INTA, 
the technical body of the 
Spanish Airworthiness 


Authority, is the 
contractual certification 
entity of the A330 Future 
Strategic Tanker Aircraft 
(FSTA) programme and 
MRTT aircraft, and its 
certifications are then 
endorsed by the national 
airworthiness authorities. 
The INTA clearance was 
given after tests pairing 
the Voyager and Atlas in 
different conditions. 

The Voyager fleet is 
already cleared by INTA to 
refuel the Panavia Tornado, 
Eurofighter, Lockheed 
Martin C-130J Hercules, 
Boeing E-3D Sentry and 
Lockheed Martin F-35B 
Lightning II. 


#393 December 2020 // 11 > 


>. 


PEN Skies 
92222922221 


DENMARK Russian Air Force Open Skies Tupolev Ти: 

[КТ arrived at Aalborg in Denmark on October 5. The . 
aircraft spent several days flying inspection flights under . 
the Open Skies Treaty before departing for Bodom on 
October 8 Royal Danish Air Force set 
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Third upgraded Su-25 retumed 
home to Bulgaria from Belarus 


BULGARIA A third upgraded 
Bulgarian Air Force Sukhoi Su-25 
Frogfoot was returned home on 
October 20 after completion by the 
558th Aviation Repair Plant (558th 
ARP) at Baranovichi in Belarus. 
The aircraft - an Su-25K 
single-seater, serial number 253 
- arrived back at Bezmer Air Base 
on board the Ruby Star Airways 
Ilyushin II-76TD, civil registration 
EW-412TH. The same aircraft had 
been responsible for bringing back 


the previous two Su-25s from 
Belarus (see ‘Upgraded Su-25s 
returned to Bezmer', November, 
p10). The first, Su-25K 246, arrived 
back on September 21, followed 
the next day by Su-25UBK 002. 
All three wear a smart digital 
camouflage scheme. 

Eight Bulgarian Su-25s are being 
overhauled in Belarus, comprising 
six single-seat Su-25Ks and a 
pair of twin-seat Su-25UBKs. The 
remaining five are in Baranovichi. 


Joint UK-Qatari Hawk 
squadron planned 


UNITED KINGDOM Qatari and UK Established in 2018, No 12 


INTERESTED? 
ASK US FOR OUR SON BROCHURE 
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defence ministers signed a joint 
statement of intent on October 14, 
to base the future BAE Systems 
Hawk fleet of the Qatar Emiri Air 
Force (QEAF) in the UK. 

The document was signed at 
RAF Coningsby, Lincolnshire, 
by UK Defence Secretary, Ben 
Wallace, and Qatari Minister of 
State for Defence, Dr Khalid bin 
Mohammad al-Attiyah. They were 
visiting the base to open the joint 
British-Qatari No 12 Squadron's 
new headquarters. 


Squadron is responsible for 
training aircrew from both nations 
to fly the Eurofighter Typhoon. 
The unit commenced flying 
operations in June 2020 (see ‘No 
12 Squadron begins joint Qatari- 
UK training’, August, p8). 

The statement of intent outlined 
the UK's offer to base the QEAF's 
future BAE Systems Hawk fleet at 
an as yet unspecified RAF station. 
Qatar has nine examples of the 
advanced jet trainer on order, with 
first deliveries due in 2021. 
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Spain offered E-Scan Eurofighters 


SPAIN Eurofighter has 
formally submitted 
proposals to the Spanish 
government to provide an 
additional 20 Typhoons 
under Project Halcón to 
replace its Boeing F/A-18 
Hornets by 2030. 

The air force’s Eurofighter 
fleet comprises 73 
examples and Project 
Halcón aims to retire the 
20 Hornets in favour of 
procuring more Typhoons. 
The latter deal is being 
negotiated by partner 
company, the manufacturer 


Airbus, and contract 
signature is expected 

in 2021. The version 

on offer includes the 
in-development E-Scan 
radar. The country, which 
has been a partner in the 
Eurofighter programme 
since its inception, 
received the last aircraft 
from its original order 
earlier this year. 

Spain has also been a 
member of the tri-national 
Future Combat Air System 
(FCAS) project with France 
and Germany since 2019. 


Crimson Warrior challenges skills 


UNITED KINGDOM Royal 
Air Force Eurofighter 
Typhoons flew over 
England and the North 
Sea with United States 
Lockheed Martin F-35 
Lightning IIs for Exercise 
Crimson Warrior from 
October 19 to November 5. 
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Exercise Crimson Warrior 
was the largest military 
exercise run by the RAF 
in the UK for more than 
a decade. It saw RAF, 
Royal Navy, United States 
Marine Corps and United 
States Air Force fast jets, 
multi-engine aircraft and 


helicopters operating from 
a number of RAF stations 
across the country. At its 
peak, Crimson Warrior 
saw more than 70 aircraft 
conducting high-intensity 
tactical training together. 
The exercise was 
designed to develop and 


test the tactical leadership 
skills of aircrew and 
supporting personnel 
within highly-complex 
training scenarios. 

“The exercise will 
challenge participants 
from both the UK and 
the USA's air forces in 


the full range of air and 
space power roles, and it 
has been just as much of 
a challenge to organise 
and run, particularly in the 
context of the COVID-19 
pandemic,” said Exercise 
Crimson Warrior director, 
Gp Capt Rob Barrett. 
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Canaries see air 
combat training 


CANARY ISLANDS 
Eurofighters, Boeing F/A- 
18 Hornets and McDonnell 
Douglas AV-8B Harrier Ils 
of the Spanish Air Force, 
along with French Dassault 
Rafales, participated in the 
Ocean Sky 2020 exercise 
over Gran Canaria from 
October 17-30. 

The annual dissimilar 
air combat training event 
this year saw French and 
Spanish aircraft operating 
from the Spanish Air 


Forces' Gando Air Base, 
co-located with Gran 
Canaria International 
Airport. The Spanish 
Eurofighters were from 
the 11 and 14 Wings, while 
the Rafale squadrons were 
the 30th and the 4th. One 
of the Spanish Canary 
Islands off the coast of 
Africa, Gran Canaria also 
welcomed an Airbus 
A400M Atlas and a Boeing 
E-3 Sentry from the 
French Air Force. 


im 


The event also helped 
train support units and 


test command-and-control 


capabilities. A medical 
unit, deployment support 
squadron, management 
informatics centre and an 
alert and control group 
also all participated. 
Measures were taken to 
mitigate COVID-19 risk, 
such as creating bubble 
groups, daily temperature 
controls and using masks 
and hydroalcoholic gel. 


A Spanish Air Force Eurofighter takes off, while two French Air Force Dassault Rafales line up on 
the runway in readiness for flight, during the international Ocean Sky 2020 exercise. This took 
place from October 17-30, at the Spanish Air Forces’ Gando Air Base, which is co-located with 
Gran Canaria International Airport in the Canary Islands Antonio Juan Jiménez Santana 
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The final 


Italian F-2000A 


delivered 


Above: The final Italian Air Force F-2000A Typhoon, wearing test 
serial CSX7356, during its third test flight on September 4. 

The aircraft was handed over on October 23 at Turin-Caselle and 
delivered to Istrana Air Base to join 51 Wing Marco Rossi 


ITALY The last Eurofighter 
F-2000A Typhoon for the 
Italian Air Force's fleet of 
the type was delivered on 
October 23, taking off from 
Leonardo's Turin-Caselle 
plant for the 51st Wing at 
Istrana Air Base. 

The arrival of the final 
aircraft brings total 
deliveries to the air force 
to 95. They comprise 81 
single-seat F-2000As and 
14 twin-seat TF-2000As. 
The final F-2000A joined 
the 51st Wing's 132 
Squadron. In April, the air 
force added the 51st Wing 
to the units responsible for 
Italy's air defence. 


The Turin-Caselle plant 
is now producing the 28 
Eurofighters destined 
for the Kuwait Air Force. 
The first of these will be 
delivered with a new active 
electronically scanned 
array radar. 

"The delivery of the last 
aircraft, which completes 
the Eurofighter fleet - the 
main asset of a complex 
and diversified national 
and NATO air defence 
system - is a major 
programme milestone," 
said Italian Air Force Chief 
of Staff Gen Alberto Rosso, 
speaking at the October 23 
handover ceremony. 


RAF Typhoon/HMS 
Defender team up 


UNITED KINGDOM A Royal Air Force 12 Squadron Eurofighter Typhoon conducts a low-level flypast over the North Sea, with the Royal Navy ship HMS 'Defender' in 


the background. On October 1, 2020, 12 Squadron was working in collaboration with HMS ‘Defender’ in the region Crown copyright 2013 
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-52s practise Global 
Thunder nuclear war 


USA Based at Barksdale 
Air Force Base, the 
2nd Bomb Wing (BW) 
and its Boeing B-52H 
Stratofortresses 
participated in Global 
Thunder, the United States 
Strategic Command's 
(USSTRATCOM) annual 
nuclear exercise, held this 
year from October 21-23. 
Global Thunder focuses 
on realistic training 
activities against simulated 
targets to ensure and 
improve nuclear readiness 
and strategic deterrent 
capabilities. The B-52 
can deliver nuclear as 
well as precision-guided 
conventional ordnance. 
Operating under real- 
world conditions, 
Barksdale airmen 
launched the 2nd BW fleet 
to fly global sorties so 


S P 


the bomber force could 
become more familiar with 
various airspaces and 
operations. USSTRATCOM 
has global responsibilities 
that include strategic 
deterrence, nuclear 
operations, joint 
electromagnetic spectrum 
operations, global strike, 
missile defence and 
analysis and targeting. 
“Global Thunder, 
and other operational 
readiness exercises, allow 
the 2nd Bomb Wing and 
its mission partners in the 
307th Bomb Wing, Joint 
Global Strike Operations 
Center and United States 
Strategic Command's 
Joint Force Air Component 
commander to test our 
capabilities,” said 2nd BW 
commander Col Mark C 
Dmytryszyn. 


Above: USA Barksdale Air Force Base, Louisiana, sees a United States Air Force 2nd Bomb Wing 
Boeing B-52H Stratofortress take off during Global Thunder 21 on October 23, 2020 

USAF/Senior Airman Tessa B Corrick 

Below: SCOTLAND United States Air Force Boeing B-52H Stratofortress, serial number 60-0028 
‘LA, from the 2nd Bomb Wing's 96th Bomb Squadron ‘Red Devils’ breaks away from a Boeing KC- 
135R Stratotanker of the 100th Air Refueling Wing at RAF Mildenhall, Suffolk, after receiving fuel 
during a Bomber Task Force mission off the Scottish coast on October 14. The aircraft was one of 
two of the 2nd BW bombers, based at Barksdale AFB, which were able to conduct the non-stop 
transatlantic flight to Europe and the return flight to Louisiana without landing, using support from 
Dutch, German, Italian and US aerial refuelling capabilities USAF/Tech Sgt Emerson Nunez 


USA Eight United States Air Force Boeing B-52H Stratofortresses from the 2nd Bomb Wing (BW) line up in close formation on the runway for an ‘elephant walk’ 
at Barksdale Air Force Base, Louisiana, on October 14. They took off in quick succession as part of a readiness exercise. The 2nd BW at Barksdale comprises two 
squadrons of B-52Hs, the 20th Bomb Squadron (BS) ‘Buccaneers’ and the 96th BS ‘Red Devils’ USAF/Senior Airman Tessa B Corrick 
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BRAZIL The Saab JAS 39 
Gripen E/F presentation 
ceremony at Brasilia Air 
Base was overseen by the 
country's president, Jair 
Bolsonaro, on October 23, 
while plans for locally-made 
Gripens advance. 

The event marked 
delivery of the initial Gripen 
to the Brazilian Air Force 
(FAB). It is the first of 36 
that were ordered in 2014. 
Known by FAB as the 
F-39E Gripen, it arrived in 
Brazil on September 20. 
The first few Gripens are to 
be delivered to the FAB's 
Wing 2 in Anápolis in Goiás 
state at the end of 2021. 
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under way 


The local assembly of 15 of 
the 36 Gripens will begin 
that year, too. Development 
of a two-seat Gripen F 
version under the Brazilian 
Gripen programme is also 
advancing. 

Brazilian Air Force 
Commander, Lt Brig 
Antonio Carlos Moretti 
Bermudez said: "The 
development and 
manufacture of the smart 
fighter has also been 
closely monitored by 
members of the Brazilian 
Air Force and involves 
professionals from several 
national companies." The 
first Gripen flew over the 


base after an air display 
by the Brazilian Smoke 
Squadron. Bermudez 
added that the initial 
fighter will be ready soon 
to begin operations. 

Three days after that first 
Gripen's September 20 
arrival, it made its premiere 
flight in the country - 
from Navegantes in Santa 
Catarina state to Gavião 
Peixoto in the state of São 
Paulo - to continue the 
flight test programme. 
Test activities in Brazil will 
include the encrypted- 
data-and-voice Link BR2 
communication system, 
armaments integration, 


Left: President of Brazil Jair 
Bolsonaro speaks at the 
ceremony, welcoming the 
arrival of the country's first 
Saab JAS39 Gripen 

Leandro Maldonado 

Right: The Saab JAS39 Gripen 
in flight over the Brasilia 

Air Base 

Leandro Maldonado 
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Brazilian Gripen testing 


Æ “The first of 36 Gripens has 


* 


flight control, climate 
control systems and how 
the aircraft operates in 
tropical conditions. 

The local assembly of 
F-39 Gripens from 2021 
will be the culmination 
of a ten-year technology 
transfer programme, 
including many Brazilian 
suppliers. More than 
230 professionals have 
completed Saab training, 
and most are working at 
the Gripen Design and 
Development Center 
(GDDN) - where the two- 
seat F-39 Gripen F is being 
developed. More than 350 
Brazilian technicians and 


now been delivered to the 
Brazilian Air Force 
Leandro Maldonado 


engineers are also being 
trained in Sweden to work 
in the programme. 
October 23 is Aviators' 
Day in Brazil and also 
Brazilian Air Force Day. 
In addition to Bolsonaro, 
Brazilian defence minister 
Fernando Azevedo 
e Silva attended the 
ceremony, as did the 
Swedish Ambassador 
Johanna Brismar-Skoogh, 
Commander of the 
Swedish Air Force Maj 
Gen Carl-Johan Edstróm, 
Saab chairman Marcus 
Wallenberg and Saab 
president and CEO 
Micael Johansson. 
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A-29s handed over to the Philippines 


PHILIPPINES An official 
ceremony was held on 
October 13 to hand over 
six Embraer A-29B Super 
Tucano close air support 
aircraft to the Philippine 
Air Force (PAF) at Clark 
Air Base, Pampanga. 


They will join the 15th 


Strike Wing, to 
supplement the remaining 
SF260s and OV-10 
Broncos used in strike 
missions. The aircraft 
arrived in country in late 
September/early October, 
following delivery flights 


from the factory in Brazil 
(see Philippines’ Super 
Tucanos land, AFM 
November, p24). 

During his speech at the 
acceptance ceremony, 
Philippines defence 
secretary Delfin Lorenzana 


indicated his interest in 
acquiring a further six 
aircraft, stating: 

"| was discussing with 
the Commanding General 
[PAF chief Lt Gen 

Allen Paredes] a while 
ago [that] having six 


_ The six Philippine Ai 


Super Tucanos is good 
but another six would 

be better." It was not 
immediately clear whether 
this was wishful thinking, 
or if the PAF is seriously 
considering purchasing a 
further six A-29Bs. 


Orce A-29Bs 


_ that were handedver at Clark Air 


tanker 
tails 


ALASKA: A Boeing KC-135 
Stratotanker from the Alaska 
Air National Guard’s 168th Wing 
was unveiled on October 15, 
2020, showcasing a new tail 
flash artwork. A polar bear 
stands on the wing’s tail flash, 
representing the Arctic region 
and the spirit of Alaska, with the 
geometric design highlighting 
the wing’s culture of innovation. 
The 168th Wing continues 

to have strong ties to local 
communities in interior Alaska 
as the ‘hometown air force’ 

US ANG/Senior MSgt Julie Avey 
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October 13 Embraer 


SPAIN Luxembourg Armed Forces A400M CT-01 (c/n 104) preparing to take off from Seville-San Pablo Airport, Spain, on 
October 7 for its delivery flight. It initially flew to Luxembourg-Findel Airport for a formal reception, then departed on 
October 9 for its permanent home at Brussels-Melsbroek Air Base, Belgium Antonio Muñiz Zaragüeta 
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China 
expands 
carrier 
squadrons 


CHINA Military analysts 
believe the Chinese 
People’s Liberation 
Army Navy (PLAN) 
took delivery of a new 
batch of Shenyang J-15 
carrier-based fighters 
earlier this year. 


Examination of video 
footage released on 
Chinese state military 
television by the China 
Aerospace Studies 
Institute (CASI) concluded 
that newly-built J-15 
aircraft had been delivered 
to PLAN. The new aircraft 
have tail numbers in the 
thirties. Previously-seen 
J-15s were carrying 10- or 
20-based numbers. 

China has two aircraft 
carriers: Liaoning (1988) 
and Shandong (2079). 

A third carrier is being 
built. The first J-15 flights 
from Liaoning were in 
November 2012. 

On October 5, CASI 
stated: “Regardless of 
what unit or units received 
these new J-15 fighters, 
the implication remains 
that the PLAN is finally 
moving towards achieving 
a fully operational aircraft 
carrier force.” 
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Major airfield modernisation 
under way at Wake Island Airfield 
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Two F-22 Raptors from the 154th Wing/199th Fighter 
* Squadron at Joint Base Pearl Harbor-Hickam, Hawaii, 

fly over Wake Island as part of a rapid deployment 

on June 21, 2013 to conduct a site survey for future 
contingency operations. The USAF is now upgrading 
the facilities at the airfield USAF Master Sgt Connie Read 


US$87 million-worth of 
critical airfield construction 
at one of the most isolated 
USAF installations, to 
enhance operational and 
defence capabilities for US 
forces. The remote outpost 
currently serves as a trans- 
Pacific refuelling stop for 
military missions. 


PACIFIC OCEAN Details 
of a major upgrade to the 
airfield facilities at the 
strategically-important 
Wake Island Airfield were 
revealed by the US Air Force 
Installation and Mission 
Support Center (AFCEC) 
on October 15. 

The AFCEC is executing 


in the Pacific Islands, the 
runway has deteriorated 
after many years of use. 
Located halfway between 
Hawaii and Japan, the 
atoll handles up to 600 
aircraft annually and needs 
improved infrastructure. 
Upgrade completion is 
anticipated by spring 2021. 


The small coral atoll, 
made of three islets, is 
considered a vital air 
bridge for USAF aircraft 
flying across the Pacific 
due to its unique location 
and, in particular, its 9,800- 
foot runway, allowing its 
safe use for emergency 
diversions. The longest 


JMSDF SH-60 on USS McCain 
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SOUTH CHINA SEA Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JIMSDF) SH-60K Seahawk 8452 from the 21st Fleet Air Wing/21st 
Squadron at Tateyama on the flight deck of US Navy Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile destroyer USS John S McCain’ 
(DDG 56) on October 12, during operations in the South China Sea. The SH-60K was visiting from the JMSDF's JS ‘Kaga’ 
(DDH 184), an Izumo-class helicopter carrier, that, for political reasons, is classified as a multi-purpose operation 
destroyer. Both it and sistership, the JS ‘Izumo’ (DDH 183), are due to be refitted ready for the F-35B 

Lightning Il US Navy/ Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class Markus Castaneda 
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lwakuni USMC — 
squadron gets F-35 


USA United States Marine 
All Weather Fighter 

Attack Squadron 242 was 
renamed Marine Fighter 
Attack Squadron 242, 'Bats' 
(VMFA-242) on October 

16, as it transitions to the 
F-35B Lightning II. 


Stationed at Marine 
Corps Air Station Iwakuni, 
Japan, VMFA-242 is now 
the second F-35 squadron 
there, after Marine Fighter 
Attack Squadron 121 'Green 
Knights'. Both squadrons 
are part of the Marine 


Aircraft Group 12 (MAG- 
12) and had previously 
flown the Boeing F/A- 
18 Hornet. The other 
МАС-12 squadrons are, 
Marine Aerial Refueler 
Transport Squadron 152 
'Sumos', Marine Wing 


Support Squadron 171 
"The Sentinels’, and 
Marine Aviation Logistics 
Squadron 12 ‘Marauders’. 
MAG-12 is part of 1st 
Marine Air Wing, based in 
Okinawa, Japan. "F-35B 
basing in Japan is not by 


UNITED KINGDOM The United States government's Deputy Secretary of Defense, David L Norquist, arrives at RAF Fairford, 
England on October 12. The visit highlighted the strategic importance of RAF Fairford, and bomber and ISR mission 
support for US European Command USAF/Senior Airman Jennifer Zima 
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accident, it has occurred 
here more rapidly than in 
other parts of the world 
which is a testament to our 
commitment to Japan and 
the region,” said 1st MAW 
commanding general, Brig 
Gen Chris McPhillips. 


МНОО travels 


globe in С-17 


CARIBBEAN A Boeing C-17 
Globemaster III transported 
an NHIndustries NH90 
maritime combat helicopter 
from the Royal Netherlands 
Air Force Eindhoven Air 
Base to the Caribbean on 
October 7. 

The NH90 is replacing 
a Dutch naval helicopter 
lost in a fatal crash off the 
coast of Aruba on July 
19. The lost aircraft was 
concluding a coast guard 
patrol when it crashed - 
two of its four crew were 


killed. It operated with the 
Dutch naval vessel HNLMS 
Groningen, which has been 
active as a station ship in 
the Caribbean since July 
2020. The replacement 
aircraft was planned for 
before the accident. 

The Dutch Ministry of 
Defence said: "It is not 
common for defence to 
fly in helicopters by air 
transport. The [C-17] is one 
of the three aircraft of the 
joint NATO Heavy Airlift 
Wing programme." 
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Lightning strikes thrice over Israel 


ISRAEL United States 
and Israeli Air Force 
Lockheed Martin F-35 
fighters participated in 
the countries’ third joint 
exercise over the Middle 
East nation with the fifth- 
generation aircraft, on 
October 12. 

Named Enduring 
Lightning III, the 
exercise saw the IAF 
116th Squadron's Е-351 
Adir in the air alongside 
F-35A Lightning IIs from 
the USAF's 380th Air 
Expeditionary Wing's 421st 
Expeditionary Fighter 
Squadron, ‘Black Widows’. 
The Israeli's 115th 
Squadron provided a 
simulated adversary 
force with its Lockheed 
Martin F-161 Sufa fighters, 
which feature IAF-specific 
modifications. The USAF's 


USA United States Air Force airmen assigned to the Ohio National Guard's 180th Fighter Wing, prepare Lockheed Martin F-16 
Fighting Falcon fighters for an aerospace expeditionary force deployment in the early hours of October 12, 2020 at the 180FW in 
Swanton, Ohio. The F-16 deployment is part of a 300 airman-strong mission to combat zones within the Central Command area of 
responsibility for securing US national security objectives Air National Guard/Senior Master Sgt Beth Holliker 


Revived Tiger back to FAB 


BRAZIL The last of 49 
modernised Northrop F-5M 
Tigers was handed over to 
the Brazilian Air Force (FAB) 
on October 14 at Gavião 
Peixoto, where they had 
been upgraded by Embraer. 
The F-5M, serial number 
4810, is being assigned 
to the Pampa Squadron, 


Wing 3, at Canoas Air Base. 


To ensure the 49 aircraft 
would be accepted, flights 
were performed with pilots 
and test engineers from 
the FAB's Department of 
Science and Technology 
Aerospace (DCTA). The 
F-5M modernisation 
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908th Expeditionary Air 
Refueling (ERS) Squadron 
and 340th EARS were 
also deployed during the 


began in 2005 and the air 
force states that the work 
has made a significant 
technological difference to 
Brazil's air defence. 

The F-5M has armaments 
that give it a beyond-visual- 


exercise. The F-35As 

and Е-351$ faced surface 
adversaries as well as the 
Sufa fighters. 


range capability. 

"We are ending a cycle 
very well concluded by 
Embraer, with everything 
that our preparation 
command wants. 
Congratulations to Embraer 


"This is the second time 
in this deployment that 
the 'Black Widows' have 
had the opportunity to 


[and the Brazilian Air Force 
and government] for their 
efforts to make this... 
operational,’ commented 
DCTA Director-General, 
Major Brigadier Hudson 


Costa Potiguara. 
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fly, train and learn with 
[Israeli] F-35ls,” said 42151 
EFS commander, Lt Col 
Stephen Redmond. 


ш Afghan MD 530F 
upgrade 

Eighteen legacy MD 
Helicopters MD 530F 
Cayuse Warriors will be 
retrofitted with ballistic- 
tolerant, crashworthy 

fuel systems for the 
Afghanistan Air Force, by 
the original equipment 
manufacturer under 

a $6.1m contract with 

the Army Contracting 
Command-Redstone. 

Bi Jordanian UH-60M 
order 

The Jordanian Air Force is 
buying a Sikorsky UH-60M 
Black Hawk helicopter 
through a $13.7m contract 
with the United States 
Army Contracting 
Command, Redstone 
Arsenal, Alabama. The 
aircraft is to be built by 
November 30, 2020. 

№ Lebanese MD 530 
training deal 

From October 2002 

to April 2021, MD 
Helicopters (MDHI) is 

to provide instructor 

pilot, maintenance and 
armament training for 12 
pilots and 16 maintenance 
technicians from the 
Lebanese Air Force, 
costing $6.4m. 
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Phenix rises against Islamic State 


QATAR: On October 5, 
2020, a French Air and 
Space Force Airbus A330 
Phénix multi-role tanker 
transport began its first 
operational deployment for 
Operation Chammal, from 
Al Udeid, Qatar. 

Operation Chammal 


Stratofortresses return to 


USA Having completed 
five weeks of international 
theatre and flight training, 
as part of the Bomber Task 
Force 20.4 exercise, United 
States Air Force B-52 
Stratofortress strategic 
bombers returned home 
to Minot Air Force 
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is France's contribution 
to Operation Inherent 
Resolve, the international 
coalition against the 
Islamic State. 

Al Udeid Air Base is 
where the Inherent 
Resolve mission's 
combined air operations 


Base, North Dakota, on 
September 28, 2020. 
During the training, the 
B-52s assigned to the 
5th Bomb Wing operated 
out of RAF Fairford in 
Gloucestershire and flew 


across Europe and Africa. 


The B-52 aircraft flew 57 


command centre is based. 
The Phénix deployment 

started this October and 

was scheduled to end in 

November 2020. 
According to the 

French Ministry of 

Armed Forces, Inherent 

Resolve has entered its 


missions with 100 partner 
aircraft, alongside allies 
and partners from 30 
different countries. They 
conducted integration and 
interoperability missions 
over the North, Barents, 
Black, Norwegian, and 
Mediterranean Seas, as 


final phase, which will 

see the stabilisation and 
empowerment of Iraqi 
military forces. Previously, 
the French Air and Space 
Force had deployed its 
Phénix in support of its 
own forces fighting Islamic 
extremists in Africa, under 


well as the Baltic region. 
This included training 
with the US Navy aircraft 
carrier USS Theodore 
Roosevelt and aerial 
refuelling from RAF 
Mildenhall-based tankers. 
"US Air Forces in Europe 
and Africa must stay 


at 


Operation Barkhane. 

The Phénix's detachment 
leader, Commander 
Charles, has stated: 

“We must show that we 
do not let go of those we 
fight, that we are 
resilient, all together and 
one at a time." 


Minot 


strategically predictable, 
yet operationally 
unpredictable," said 

Gen Jeff Harrigian, US 

Air Forces Europe - Air 
Forces Africa. "These 
missions demonstrate we 
have global reach and can 
hold any target at risk." 
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BRAZIL: Modernisation of the cockpits in the Brazilian Air Force’s Tucano fleet has reached its final stages. The aircraft are used for training Air Force 
Academy cadets at the educational facility in Pirassununga in the southeastern region of the country. The upgrades of the instrument panel will allow 
pilots to follow required area navigation (RNAV) and required navigation performance operations (RNP). The goal is to complete the work on all 42 of 
the aircraft by December 2022. The first examples are expected to be delivered in the first half of 2021 Sergeant Matheus Melo/PAMA LS 


€1bn for Hercules fleet replacement? 


NETHERLANDS The Royal The oldest of the C-130Hs intended to arrive in 2026. 60 paratroopers. The aircraft aircraft should replace 


Netherlands Air Force isto entered service in 1978 and The air force has decided must also have a range the C-130. In the so-called 
replace its four Lockheed all four were built more it needs an aircraft that is of 2,000 nautical miles, B-phase, different 

Martin C-130H Hercules than 30 years ago. The available for 2,400 flight plus self-protection and manufacturers and aircraft 
by 2028 at a cost of up to replacement programme will hours per year and able to communications equipment. will be investigated in 
€1bn, but the new type has run from 2021 to 2028, with transport various types of "The Ministry of Defence order to make a decision,” 
not yet been chosen. the first replacement aircraft equipment or a minimum of — hasn't decided yet which a spokesman said. 


Globemaster III brings 300% boost 


USA On October 1, the larger cargo capacity than maintain a new aircraft," provides operational the Globemaster III. Pilot 
145th Airlift Wing at the Hercules, offering the explained Lt Col Robert support to the United training will be ongoing 
the North Carolina Air Airlift Wing an almost G Gatti of the 156th States Air Force Air and will be accelerated 
National Guard Base 30096 increase in Airlift Squadron, who is Mobility Command and next year with the arrival 
completed is epson carrying potential. the officer in charge of the Air National Guard. of a C-17 simulator. 

: ing In October of 20! North Carolina Air 


Globemaster 1115 of the 145th Airlift Wing at North Carolina Air National Guard Base, Charlotte Douglas International Airport, October 14 USAF/Master Sgt Nathan Clark 
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Wildcat 
numbers 
on the 
increase 


PHILIPPINES Two 
Leonardo AW-159 Wildcat 
anti-submarine warfare 
(ASW) helicopters are 
being purchased for the 
Philippine Navy, according 
to a government 
announcement on 
October 19. This brings 
its ASW rotorcraft 
complement to four. 

The first two Wildcats 
for ASW duties arrived in 
the country in May 2019 
and were commissioned 
in June. 

That contract was 
worth $112m. These 
ASW helicopters are 
being acquired under the 
Philippines’ ‘Horizon 2" 
military modernisation 
programme. The AW-159s 
will use Rafael Advanced 
Defense Systems non- 
line of sight Spike missiles 
and South Korean-made 
LIG Nex1 ‘Blue Shark" 
torpedoes. The Blue Shark 
is capable of shallow and 
deepwater operations 
and can travel at 45kts 
(83km/h). Deliveries of 
these weapons were 
made during the fourth 
quarter of 2019. 

"The plan to acquire 
additional AW-159s is 
connected to the plan 
to acquire more [naval] 
platforms or more ships," 
Philippine Navy chief 
vice admiral Bacordo was 
reported to have said on 
October 19, according 
to the Philippine 
government's news 
agency. 


MIDDLE EAST A 28th 
Expeditionary Combat Aviation 
Brigade (ECAB) Sikorsky UH- 
60 Black Hawk helicopter sits 
on an unidentified airfield 
somewhere in the Middle East. 
The 28th ECAB is taking over 
from the 34th ECAB, which 
has served in the region since 
late-2019. The 34th ECAB 
was tasked with dealing with 
missile attacks from Iran, 
rocket attacks from outlaw 
groups and missions relating 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
during its deployment United 
States Army/Spc Phil Musa 
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Texan retires the Mentor 


In February 2020, two Colombian Air Force pilot cadets examine the cockpit display of a Lancair T-90 Calima trainer at the Marco 
Fidel Suárez military aviation school in Cali, Valle del Cauca, Colombia. The T-90 will be joined by the Beechcraft T-6 Texan in 2021 


Colombian Air Force 
COLOMBIA The country's 
air force will start operating 
Textron Aviation Beechcraft 
T-6 Texans for pilot training 
from March 2021. 

The T-6 will replace the 
Cessna T-37B, which the 
Colombian Air Force has 
been operating since 
1969. This is the latest in 


a long line of trainers used 
by the air force. Up until 
1954, the type of choice 
was the Boeing Stearman 
PT-17 Kaydet, then it gave 
way to the Beechcraft 
T-34 Mentor, for the 
primary flight instruction 
course. The Mentors were 
assigned to the Military 


Aviation School in Cali, 
Valle. In 1977 another 
ten T-34 Mentors were 
acquired and all were 
retired in 2013. 

The air force has also 
used the Corporación de 
la Industria Aeronáutica 
Colombiana/Lancair T-90 
Calima. 


"[The T-6's] technical 
characteristics and high 
reliability will allow [us] to 
train pilots in accordance 
with the demands of 
international aviation and 
within the high standards 
demanded by military 
flight in the [air force],” a 
spokesman said. 
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SAUDI ARABIA A ing 
Squadron, ‘Gamblers; c 
га Wing’s mission of drm and defending rtner forced in the region USAF/Staff Sgt Cory Smith 


Robins passes Huay | МНОО tactical transport 
паши lands іп Spain 


SPAIN NHIndustries and Spain ordered 45 tactical electronic warfare system, 
its partner companies, transport version NH90s automatic maintenance 
Airbus Helicopters, for its armed forces. equipment and mission 
Leonardo and Fokker, Thirteen have been planning system. 
have delivered the first delivered to the Spanish “The main search and 
NH90 to the Spanish Air Army Airmobile Force in rescue missions in hostile 
Force for combat search Agoncillo in the north of conditions [are among] 
and rescue missions. the country. Spain's NH90 the most demanding and 
The Spanish Air Force will variant has General Electric complex operations for 
receive 12 NH90s and they СТУ 8F5 engines and helicopter units,” said 
will be based in Cuatro various systems developed General Javier Salto of 
Vientos, near Madrid. by Spanish technology the Spanish Air Force. 
The NH90s are replacing company Indra. They “For us, the NH90 
the Air Force's Eurocopter include a personalised helicopter provides an 
= = AS332 Super Puma fleet. communications system, essential asset.” 
USA Robins Air Force does not have a PDM 
Base could be a provider centre for it. Robins Air 
of programmed depot Force Base is home to the 


maintenance (PDM) for Bell Warner Robins Air Logistic 
TH-1H Iroquois "Huey" after Complex (WR-ALC), and 
successfully completing its this would be where the 
first helicopter overhaul in actual PDM is carried out. 


October. "This is the initial crew 
The TH-1H is a pilot trainer for all Air Force 
training helicopter with a rotary aircraft," explained 


digital cockpit, unlike the Michael Collins, who is 
original UH-1H analogue the Air Force Life Cycle 
one. The primary purpose Management Center 


for PDM is to accomplish special operations forces 
aircraft structural personnel recovery and 
inspections and repairs rotary division sustainment 
at a depth and skill level chief. He continued: "The 
greater than typical current TH-1H helicopter 
maintenance. While the fleet is assigned to the 23rd 


average age of the TH-1H Flying Training Squadron at 
fleet is more than 40 years, Cairns Army Airfield, Fort 
the United States Air Force Rucker, Alabama." 
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Report 


ver the past year, the 
Luxembourg-based NATO 
Support Procurement 


Agency (NSPA) has taken 
some big strides in creating 
more collaborative aerospace 
programmes for NATO and 
the European Union partners. 
The agency's primary role is 
to consolidate the operational 
requirements of the 30 nations 
and their partners, and create the 
economies of scale for NATO that 
the individual countries could not 
achieve on their own. 

During a recent interview with 
the outgoing director of Life 


New Lo 


Cycle Management, Rudi Maus, 
who retired on September 24, 
he said: "We are engaged with 


nations, advising and helping them 


to define roles. We are not the 
solution for everything, but we are 
a great capability box, where my 
best advice to everyone is to look 
to us to help." 

Maus spoke of several new 
programmes, such as the 
Multinational Multirole Tanker 
Transport Fleet (MMF), which will 
Soon enter service, the Alliance 
Ground Surveillance (AGS) with 
its five RQ-4D GlobalHawks 
and NATO's multinational Air- 


A Euro-based agency is seeking greater 
collaboration and economies of scale for NATO 
and its European partners, reports Alan Warnes 


to-Ground Precision Guided 
Munitions (PGM) agreement. 
Looking to the future, there is the 
Accelerated Interim Multinational 
Maritime Patrol Aircraft Solution 
(AIM2S) and the Alliance Future 
Surveillance and Control (AFSC), 
a future generation AWACS 
capability, while a next-generation 
rotorcraft, now in its pre-concept 
phase, as nations define what they 
are looking for, is on the cards for 
the 2045 time-frame. Earlier this 
year, NSPA was organising the 
SALIS flights to China to pick up 
personal protective equipment and 
distribute it around Europe. 


Multinational 
Multirole Tanker 
Transport (MMF) 
The Netherlands, as lead nation, 
and Luxembourg initially launched 
MMF in July 2016, after the 
European Defence Agency 
(EDA) introduced an initiative to 
address Europe's chronic shortfall 
in air-to-air refuelling capacity. 
NATO was continuously relying on 
the USA to provide the bulk of 
these assets, as they did during 
NATO operations in Libya (2011), 
Kosovo (1999) and many other 
conflicts in between. 

ММЕ has now matured into 


a programme under NATO 
ownership and management, 
with the NSPA being supported 
by the Organisation for Joint 
Armament Cooperation (OCCAR). 
Germany and Norway joined The 
Netherlands and Luxembourg in 
2017, with Belgium following in 
early 2018 and the Czech Republic 
in October 2019. Luxembourg 
signed up for an additional 1,000 
hours in late-September 2019. 

Unsurprisingly, the platform is 
Europe's very own Airbus A330 
MRTT (Multirole Tanker Transport), 
a popular choice with many air 
forces around the world - seven 
to be precise, which have ordered 
52 aircraft between them. Add 
nine more contracted by NSPA - 
although there is a requirement 
for 11 in total - for strategic airlift, 
air-to-air refuelling and medical 
evacuation (MEDEVAC). 

Six of these will be based at 
Eindhoven in the Netherlands 
and the other three at Cologne, 
Germany, with the first aircraft 
handed over at Getafe on June 29, 


solution being designe 
АНИ25 


2020, and delivered to Eindhoven 
on June 30, 2020. The second 
followed on August 10, 2020, but, 
due to the effects of COVID-19, it’s 
unclear when the third will arrive. 
Furthermore, the infrastructure 
improvements needed at Cologne 
to support the A330s are also 
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being delayed due to COVID 
restrictions, so the basing plans 
have changed too. 

Each aircraft is currently 
scheduled to fly 1,100 hours 
per year, with Germany, the 
Netherlands and Belgium 
providing the flying staff for 


27 


the missions. Germany will be 
the largest contributor, with 

a requirement of 5,500 hours 
making up five aircraft, while 
Netherlands will take 2,000 hours 
a year and nearly two aircraft, 
Luxembourg 1,200 hours, Belgium 
1,000 hours, and both Norway 


While the NATO E-3A AWACS fl 

is going through a comprehensive 
systems upgrade, NATO is currently 
working on a successor scheduled to 
be in service by 2035 : the Alliance 
Future Surveillance and Control (AFSC) 
programme Alan Warnes 
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and the Czech Republic 100 hours 
each, totting up the annual hours 
to 10,900. 

As the Czech Air Force 
Commander, Major General Petr 
Hromek explained recently, those 
hours will not be reached until all 
nine aircraft have been delivered 
and, until then, it will be prorated: 
“We only have nine hours available 
to us this year, although we 
haven't used any yet, and maybe 
30 next year." 

The A330 MRTT has been 
cleared to refuel 31 types of 
aircraft built in Europe, the US and 
Russia, including the Eurofighter 
Typhoon, Rafale, A400M, A330 
MRTT, F-15, F-16, F-18, F-22, F-35, 
Sukhoi Su-27/Su-30, E-3 AWACS 
and B-52. However, this list does 
not include the Gripen - the Czech 
Air Force operates 14 JAS 39C/D 
Gripens and Hromek is keen to get 
it certified to refuel from the A330: 
"Having spoken to the Swedish Air 
Force Commander, Major General 
Carl-Johan Edstróm, we hope the 
Gripen will be cleared to work with 
the A330 MRTT in spring/early 
summer next year. The A330 is 
important to us, not just for AAR, 
which will be its primary role, but 
with spare capacity - we can use 
them for our trooping missions." 
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Rudi Maus, director oBLife Cycle 
Management, retired от the NSPA 
on September 24 NS 


During a training sortie on 
August 24, an MMU A330MRTT 
refuelled a Eurofighter using 
the hose/drogue system for the 
first time, while the boom was 
expected to be used soon. 


Replacing the 

NATO AWACS 

A $1billion Final Lifetime Extension 
Programme (FLEP) agreed with 
Boeing in November 2019 will serve 
NATO's 14 E-3A/NE-3A Airborne 
Warning and Control System 
(AWACS) into the foreseeable 
future. Longer term, NATO is 
looking to a successor for the 
AWACS, when it is retired in 2035. 


According to Rudi Maus, the 
Alliance Future Surveillance and 
Control (AFSC) programme, 
launched by NATO in 2016, saw 
NSPA tasked in February 2017 
to lead the AFSC concept stage. 
He said: "[This] would pave the 
way to help shape any future 
decisions by NATO, individual 
nations or multinational groups 
on an AWACS successor. For us, 
AFSC has a high priority as it is 
the first NATO acquisition from 
scratch - to get 30 nations under 
one umbrella is not easy. But we 
know multinational co-operation 
is the way forward and it's setting 
the scene for future similar 
approaches. That's why I think it's 
a high priority." 

In early December 2019, after 
receiving 12 bids, the NSPA 
awarded six contracts for high 
level technical concepts (HLTCs) 
to Boeing ABILITI Consortium 
(a group comprising Thales 
France, Leonardo Italy, Indra 
Systems and Inmarsat), General 
Atomics, Lockheed Martin, Airbus 
Germany, L3Harris Consortium 
UK (composed of Musketeer 
Solutions, Videns, 3SDL, 
Synergeticon, Hensoldt Sensors, 
IBM UK and Deloitte Belgium) and 
MDA, under the NATO Security 


Investment Programme (NSIP) for 
infrastructure. These studies are 
not to be seen simply as technical 
solutions to be implemented for 
the short term, but to address the 
needs of 2035 and beyond. 

Maus said: "These fell under 
Phase 2 of the AFSC concept 
phase, which have since been 
submitted and are now being 
assessed by NSPA and the 
nations. This will help to further 
refine NATO requirements, and 
[be] used as inputs for the risk 
reduction and feasibility studies 
(RRFS) as we move towards a 
technical solution. It doesn't 
necessarily have to be the 
backbone, but to link existing or 
new systems as part of a 
capability path." 

These are the first steps in the 
concept development, assessment 
and feasibility studies that will 
be taking place in the 2020-2023 
timeframe. NSPA will again reach 
out to industry in 2021, with NATO 
taking the next step via the RRFS. 
There will be scrutiny to ensure 
there are no capability gaps, which 
could lead to further requests for 
proposals from the nations around 
2025, when the concept stage 
ends. The system could eventually 
include air, ground and space 
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Above: Two A330MRTTS, of nine on 
order, have so far been delivered to 
NATO’s Multinational Multirole Tanker 
Transport Force (MMF) at Eindhoven 
Airbus 


Right: Several NATO nations, likely 

to be current P-3C Orion operators, 
are looking at an Accelerated Interim 
Multinational Maritime Patrol Aircraft 
Solution (AIM2S). The aircraft should 
be available by 2023 Alan Warnes 


Below: Five RQ-4D Global Hawks 
will be based at the Alliance Ground 
Surveillance (AGS) mission in 
Sigonella, Italy NPAS 
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systems, unmanned апа manned 
solutions networked together to 
share information. 

Maus is hugely enthusiastic 
about AFSC: "It's a very exciting 
and interesting programme, and 
the first by NATO to create its own 
solution. NATO, NSPA (programme 
management) and the nations will 
drive the capability solution, not 
the industry.” 


Alliance Ground 
Surveillance (AGS) 
The AGS is collectively owned 
and operated by NATO and is set 
to be a vital capability for NATO 
operations and missions. 
All the allies will have access to 
data acquired by AGS, and benefit 
from intelligence derived from the 
surveillance and reconnaissance 
missions the system undertakes. 
The jewels in the AGS crown 
are five RQ-4D remotely-piloted 
vehicles, a derivative of the 
USAF's Block 40 Global Hawk. 
The first one arrived at Main 
Operating Base (MOB) Sigonella, 
Italy, where the system is based, 
on November 21, 2019, after a 
22-hour flight from Palmdale, 
California. NATO Secretary- 
General Jens Stoltenberg said in 
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a statement: "This demonstrates 
that NATO Allies are committed 
to modernising the Alliance and 
investing to deliver key cutting- 
edge capabilities to the benefit of 
our shared security.” 

Delivery came more than three 
years later than stipulated in 
the May 2012 contract, worth 
around $1.4 billion. With its 
ground elements, AGS is a 
custom-made system specifically 
designed to meet the surveillance 
requirements identified by the 
North Atlantic Council and 
Supreme Allied Commander 
Europe (SACEUR). 

NATO AGS Management Agency 
(NAGSMA) transferred the first 
Airbus-developed Mobile General 
Ground Station (MGGS) to the 
AGS Force for familiarisation 
and training in mid-March. The 
MGGS unit is the first piece of 
exploitation equipment taken over 
by the AGS Force and includes 
Mobile Ground Exploitation and 
Communications Components 
(MGEC and МОСС). 

The system will enable NATO to 
perform persistent surveillance 
over wide areas from the Global 
Hawk, operating in all weather 
conditions at considerable stand- 
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off distances. The associated 
ground systems produced by 
European industries (comprising 
Airbus, Kongsberg and Leonardo) 
will support data exploitation, 
analysis and distribution. 

To date, four of the five aircraft 
have been ferried to MOB 
Sigonella. One of the aircraft 
has been made available to 
the NATO AGS Force to enable 
familiarisation and training under 
an early operational capability 
regime. Regarding the current 
situation, Maus explained: 

“They are operating under an 
early operational capability 
framework, but NATO has not yet 
taken over ownership - they are 
still in the acquisition phase 
under NAGSMA." 

The acquisition programme 
is being supported by 15 allies: 
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Italy, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 
Norway, Poland, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia and the United 
States. Once the acquisition is 
complete, they will transition 
the system to NATO to own and 
operate. It's as yet unclear what 
each of these countries will be 
providing, although one source 
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said it was the authority to fly in 
their airspace. 

The transition to both the NATO 
AGS Force as the user and the 
AGS Support Partnership as the 
NATO body responsible for the life 
cycle management of the system, 
should occur prior to year-end. 
Maus said: “The full operational 
capability will be declared by the 
force afterwards, once the results 
from the training/familiarisation 
are studied to ensure it remains 
operationally relevant. It's a 
30-country capability including 
both UK and France.” 

NATO's RQ-4D can operate in 
all weather conditions with the 
AN/ZPY-2 Multi-Platform Radar 
Technology Insertion Program 
sensor, an advanced air-to- 
surface radar that has been 
under development for many 
years, for wide area surveillance 
of fixed and moving targets. 
Using these sensors, the system 
continuously detects and tracks 
targets throughout the areas 
of interest. 

Main Operating Base Sigonella 
will serve as a NATO Joint 
Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (JISR) 
deployment and data exploitation 
centre. Just as AWACS monitors 
the airspace, AGS will observe 
what is happening on the 
ground, providing the situational 
awareness required by NATO. 
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New MPA solution 
With so much ocean under the 
control of NATO and EU, it's 
surprising that a collaborative 
perspective has not taken shape 
until now. NATO and the EU are 
keen to pursue the Accelerated 
Interim Multinational Maritime 
Patrol Aircraft Solution (AIM2S) 
and NSPA is working with the 
interested nations and wider 
industry to reach that goal. Maus 
comments: "More than a handful 
of nations are engaged with NSPA 


to see what's possible in the future. 


We are at the early stages now in 
enabling it, but the requirement by 
NATO's interested nations has to 
drive any solution." 

Many nations currently have 
their own MPA solution. Norway 
and the UK recently purchased 
the Boeing P-8 Poseidon, while 
the Italian Air Force introduced 
the ATR72MP. The rest of NATO 
and the EU operates a mixture 
of veteran aircraft like the P-3C 


Orion (Germany, Greece, Portugal, 
Spain, with the latter two countries 
also operating Airbus CN235s 

and C295s, adapted with a Fully 
Integrated Tactical System (FITS)). 

Spain has recently been discussing 
with Airbus the acquisition of four 
C295MPA Persuaders to replace 
three P-3Ms and also stave off 
redundancies at Airbus due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

The German Navy had been 
planning to upgrade its eight 
P-3Cs under a $158.5 million 
refresh programme, that would 
see them through to 2035, but 
that was cancelled earlier this year 
and they will now be retired in 
2025. The French Navy is currently 
upgrading its fleet of 18 Atlantique 
2s, which will keep them in service 
until 2032. A good example of how 
some governments perceive the 
MPA role came in 2006, when the 
Netherlands sold the eight-strong 
Royal Netherlands Air Force P-3C 
fleet to Germany after the Dutch 


MOD introduced significant cost- 
cutting measures. 

Now it seems several of these 
countries are pursuing a NATO 
initiative for an accelerated 
interim multinational maritime 
patrol aircraft solution (M2S). 
Maus explained: "It's an interim 
MPA with very demanding 
requirements, [to be] operational 
by late 2023. The nations are 
defining the memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) that should 
be signed by the end of October, 
and NSPA has reached out to 
industry." He declined to identify 
which nations were involved with 
this, but it will form an interim 
solution to bridge the gap to 
2035, when the Franco-German 
Maritime Airborne Warfare System 
(MAWS) co-operation project 
should be available "Whether the 
M2S goes past 2035 is a decision 
to be made by nations, depending 
on their requirements," he added. 

In November 2019, Alberto 
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Gutierrez, head of Airbus Military 
Aircraft, spoke of a future MPA 
aircraft: “We do believe in 
configuring civil platforms to the 
best of class military platforms - 
just look at the A330 MRTT. 

We are currently looking at the 
A320neo in the MPA role and we 
are investigating critical factors 
like how to fly the aircraft 


Another successful NATO collaboration 
is the Strategic Airlift Capability based at 
Papa, which operates three Boeing C-17A 
Globemaster IIIs Alan Warnes 


at low altitude, at low-speeds. 
There will be a change in avionics, 
and the inclusion of a bomb 

bay for anti-submarine warfare 
ops. The solution would see 
modifications to the engine, along 
with aerodynamic changes. We 
would need to introduce a MAWS 
(Missile Approach Warning 
System) to work in a NATO 
environment that will replace 
some other capabilities.” 

An Airbus spokesperson recently 
said there had not been much 
movement on the project since 
November 2019, largely because of 
COVID-19 restrictions. 


Any other business 
Obviously the economies of scale 
that NATO and the EU bring, 
means there will be more areas 
for collaboration through the 
NSPA. NATO's multinational Air- 
to-Ground PGM (Precision Guided 
Munitions) is one. This involves 
13 allies - Belgium, the Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Portugal, 
Finland, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 
Slovakia, Spain and the United 
Kingdom - and one NATO 
partner, Finland. 

Launched by Denmark at the 
2014 Wales Summit, the project 
offers participants a framework 
with which to acquire PGMs ina 
cost-effective and flexible way, 
seeking to address issues raised 
during Operation Unified Protector 
in Libya during early-2011, when, 


according to NATO, it was 
challenging for allies to share their 
individual munition stockpiles. 
This initiative provides a new, 
flexible approach that allows 
participating nations to share 
each others PGM stocks, thus 
making allied air forces more 
interoperable. Multinational 
procurement and warehousing 
means reduced costs and a more 
efficient acquisition process. 

The Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Greece, Norway, Portugal 
and Spain initially formed the 
programme, with the others 
joining later. This collaboration 
has led to participants lowering 
their acquisition costs by 
between 15 and 20%, as well as 
drawing on each other's PGM 
stocks much more rapidly and 
easily, for instance during air 
operations or during a 
possible crisis. 

This increased flexibility means 
processing times can be reduced 
from months to just weeks or days. 

Recognising these benefits, 
participants have increased their 
orders through the NATO project. 
The number of different munitions 
and components procured through 
the project has also expanded, 
from four to 15. 

In 2021, the project is expected to 
offer further benefits by opening 
the doors of a multinational 
munition warehouse facility to 
participants and other Allies and 
partner nations in the future. 


On September 1, the NSPA 
received the first of three 
shipments of Precision Guided 
Munitions (PGMs) from the USA 
for 2020. 

The NSPA is currently working on 
several other exciting collaborative 
programmes. Maus told Air Forces 
Monthly about the development 
of a flight-training simulation 
concept: “There is a demand from 
nations for this and to have a 
common usage.” 

The second area where there is 
huge demand is systems support, 
of which Maus said: “We need to 
address this with a collaborative 
approach and full fleet support, 
one example being the C-130J. 
There are multiple users, multiple 
systems and we could work 
contracts, not just on the C-130J, 
but other aircraft too, up to full 
fleet support, similar to MMF." 

He believes there are some 
significant potential economies of 
scale, particularly for multiple user 
nations: “We are reaching out to 
the nations’ customers to do this. 
We could do it, for example, with 
the Eurofighter and even with the 
F-35 in Europe.” 

Undoubtedly many more means 
of collaboration will be developed 
within NATO and the EU over the 
coming years, as nations increase 
their commitment at a time when 
threat-levels are rising, and the 
financial burdens of COVID-19 
will become a strain on every 
government's finances. 
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К quila 51, wind from right, one-zero 
Д eight knots, cleared to land, 
short runway 21." A column of four 
vehicles with trailers emerges from the forest 
and heads towards a clearing, while two JAS 
39C Gripens from the 171st Fighter Division 
(Aquila) roar overhead at low altitude. 

The ground vehicles are swiftly positioned to 
allow sufficient space for a Gripen between 
them. Each aircraft has its own designated 
turnaround and load crews. While the 
turnaround crew readies the aircraft to fly 
again, the load crew prepares the missiles that 
are to be hung during the pitstop. The task 
requires focus; each AIM-120 AMRAAM (Rb 
99) missile weighs 120kg and costs millions of 
krona, even though these are blank training 
versions that lack combat functions, such as a 
seeker head, warhead and rocket motor. 

The rapid turnaround is performed by 
conscripts under the watchful eye of full- 
time soldiers and officers. The conscripts are 
familiar with Gripen maintenance back at their 
home base, but it was only a week earlier 
that they had first practised a high-pressure 
turnaround such as this. 


Blekinge wing 

The Swedish Air Force's F 17 fleet (Blekinge 
flygflottilj) is based at Ronneby in southeastern 
Sweden. The base is home to two JAS 39 
Gripen squadrons, 171, call sign Aquila, and 
172, callsign Gator, as well as their two support 
Aircraft Maintenance Companies, 21 and 22 
(Flygunderhállskompani). 

For this forest exercise, parts of 21- together 
with other assets from F 17 - have relocated 
to a former wartime air base in the middle of 
nowhere. No 171 did not relocate, but did fly a 
number of sortie , each day. 


E 


Dispersing Swedish Air Force squadrons is a long- 


established way for the force to achieve maximum 
operational effectiveness All images by Bjorn Rüdén 
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The fighter squadron consists of 30 pilots 
and mission support officers (planning, 
intelligence, electronic warfare) - a typical 
structure for a Swedish Air Force Gripen 
squadron. No 171 uses both the single-seat 
JAS 39C, flown in this exercise, and the twin- 
seat 39D Gripens. As a two-seater, the 39D is 
primarily used for Combat Readiness Training 
(CRT) of younger pilots. 


Warlike approach 
Major Joakim Rasmusson, commander of 171 
Stridsflygdivision, said: "To be able to 
fly from dispersed air bases, as pilots 
and a squadron, gives us an extra 
dimension. You don't have the same 
space for manoeuvering at turnaround 
sites and taxiways. Technicians and 
equipment share the same limited < 
space as те and my aircraft, and 
keeping control of the wing tips is 
crucial in order to avoid damage to 
personnel or equipment.” 

He added that the aim of the 
exercises extended beyond simply 
landing at another, more rugged 
and remote base. “We always plan 
for and include the perspective of 
defending Sweden, combining flights 
with full procedures for rearming 
and refuelling, which isn't always the 
case at our home base. 

"This type of exercise - with its 
extra procedures and increased 
time — is a necessity to practise 
periodically as a squadron. Of 
course, it also increases the 
Pressure on us pilots, but after 
a couple of missions, 
we all get more 
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Swedish Air Force strategy 


Pilot Q&A 


Our interviewee pilot, with the call sign ‘PHOENIX’ (full name 
withheld for security reasons), arrived at 171 Stridsflygdivision 
in spring 2019, after conversion training on the JAS 39 Gripen 
with F 7 wing. He has 200 hours flying time in the Gripen and 
several hours on the SK 60 (Saab 105) trainer. 


How was your first approach and landing on the base? 

It was a rewarding and exciting experience! It was the first 
landing on a short runway, not only for me, but for several 
of us younger pilots in the squadron. It was something that 
we had discussed a lot and something that I really looked 
forward to. It got my heart beating faster, due to the fact 
that it was my first time on a short runway, so the margins 
were narrower than usual. However, proper planning and 
preparations served us well, so it really felt controlled all the 
way down. 

Not surprisingly, it was how small the runway looked when 
approaching the wartime air base that made the biggest 
impact on me. When | was on my approach, | remember 
thinking 15 this really going to work’? The runway is not just 
shorter; it is also considerably narrower, so | was trying to be 
very strict in staying on the centreline during the approach, 
feeling | had no margin for error on either side. On the 
ground, that feeling wasn't as noticeable. 

The same can be said regarding the length of the runway - 
just before touchdown, it felt really short. But once down and 
having applied the brakes, that feeling disappeared due to 
the braking performance of the aircraft. 


What was the biggest difference when compared with 
landing at home? 

Flying at your home base, you know all the entry points by 
heart and are familiar with the surrounding terrain, having 
acquired different aiming points during a visual approach. 
Flying to an unknown base like this one demands more prior 
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A single-seat Gripen flown by 
171 Stridsflygdivision sits on 
the turnaround site awaiting 
the order for take-off 


planning by studying the map and approach charts. You also 
use the runway as a reference to estimate the distance to the 
air base in order to set up an adequate traffic circuit. 

This is a challenge when approaching a short runway like 
this one, since the small size makes you believe that it is 
much further away than it is, possibly leading to you flying a 
bit too tight a circuit and not having enough time for landing 
preparations. 

One of the biggest differences landing on the short runway 
is that you approach with a higher angle of attack, known 
as alpha, creating more lift since you want to land as slowly 
as possible. You need to be precise in your flying because 
of this, since there is a risk that landing with too high alpha 
will result in the aft of the aircraft hitting the ground when 
touching down. 

But it is not only the runway that has smaller dimensions; 
the same can be said about the taxiways and turnaround 
sites, This, combined with several large vehicles and 
personnel on the site forced me to taxi more carefully and 
be more aware of the surroundings when manoeuvring the 
aircraft. During this phase the co-operation with the ground 
crew is crucial. 


How was your first take-off from the short runway? 

I'm used to a runway more than twice the size, so it will come 
as no surprise that the runway felt very short when | was 
lining up the aircraft. As a result, | lined up as far back on the 
runway as possible, making sure | did not waste any of the 
Tarmac. Then you spool up the engine to maximum before 
releasing the brakes, while using full afterburner, which is 
always nice. 

One thing you have to take into consideration when taking 
off from such a small runway is the decision point in case of 
an aborted take-off. Since there may not be enough runway 
left to make a full stop if a malfunction occurs, you have to be 
mentally prepared to continue the take-off and analyse and 
solve the problem mid-air, before coming back to land" 


comfortable with the greater warlike approach. 
And the well-oiled machinery we have with the 
aircraft maintenance company back home at 

F 17 soon comes to life.” 

The Aircraft Maintenance Company consists 
of three platoons - two for aircraft and one for 
munitions and logistics - and numbers roughly 
70 personnel. 


Maintenance platoons 

The aircraft maintenance platoons are 
responsible for the upkeep of the JAS 

39 Gripens, be it scheduled work, timely 
inspections or turnarounds. Being split into two 
platoons enables the company to better support 
the strategy of dispersing the Gripens across 
wartime air bases. 

The munitions and logistics platoon is 
responsible for the weapons carried by the 
Gripens, as well as the pilots’ equipment. 

This platoon also handles the scheduled 
maintenance and regular inspections of 
vehicles, power units and all spare parts used 
by the aircraft maintenance platoons. 

The Swedish armed forces have resumed 
the use of conscripts, who make a welcome 
contribution to the company and present a 
good pool from which to recruit technicians. 

Major Christian Bertilsson, Commander 21 
Flygunderhallskompani, said: “The soldiers 
have gone through basic military training 
and are well trained in those skills when they 
arrive at the company. Here, everyone is 
trained and becomes qualified to be a launch 
assistant, which is the first step towards being 
a technician. The conscripts can, after passing 
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JAS 39C Gripen serial 39287 leaving 
for the next sortie 
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“To be able to fly 
from dispersed 
air bases gives 
us an extra 
dimension” 
- Major Joakim 
Rasmusson, 
Commander of _ 
» 171Squadron . 
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theory and practical exams and earning a 
certificate of competency, refuel and rearm the 
Gripens by themselves.” 

But, he added, the difficulty level rises when 
the platoons move to dispersed bases. “Two 
JAS 39 Gripens are turned around in a limited 
space that they share with moving vehicles and 
missiles being unloaded. 

“And it all has to take place without injuring 
anyone or damaging anything. Add to this the 
amount of noise generated by the aircraft that 
drowns all speech, forcing us to communicate 
with hand signals or radio, and you get a pretty 
complex environment in which to operate.” 


Dispersed operations 

Dispersing the Swedish Air Force (Flygvapnet) 
squadrons to other air bases away from their 
home hangars and runways in the event of an 
escalating crisis or war is a long-established 
way for the country's armed forces to achieve 
maximum operational effectiveness. 

The first plans for dispersing the air force 
were drawn up in the 1930s when the 
international focus on bombers represented 
an ‘all eggs in one basket’ threat to squadrons 
if war was declared. Planning intensified 
after the outbreak of the World War Two, with 
suitable land areas scouted out. 

During the conflict, air force squadrons 
were spread out and ground support groups 
organised, each with several landing strips at 
their disposal. 

In the 1950s, technological developments 
demanded a fresh solution, as new jet fighters 
needed hardened runways. Stretches of the 


Two images showing 
turnaround and 


| load crews at work 
© on JAS 39C, serial 
Ё 39221, preparing it 
| for launch 


#393 December 2020 // 37 > 


—— MÀ. 


Swedish Air Force strategy 


The Jeep Gladiator is coming 
towards the end of its career with 

f the turnaround crews, having served 
the Flygvapnet since the 1980s 


Swedish public road network were prepared 
as temporary bases, and each wartime air 
base was allocated a battalion to run it. Units 
and aircraft could then be dispersed over a 
large area. 

Two decades later, new aircraft and weapon 
developments again forced a different 
approach, particularly with the introduction of 
the Saab 37 Viggen, which could take off and 
land from shorter runways. 

Alongside this progress, an improved base 
support system, called Bas 90, was developed 
to offer greater flexibility and dispersal 
opportunities for the Flygvapnet. 


И Serial 39293 from Е 7 Wing ‘Spider 12" 
f T about to 


Each base was expanded to provide several 
short runways as well as extra operating bases 
at civilian airports. The individual bases also 
gained more dispersed turnaround sites for 
greater protection from aerial attacks. 

The extension of the Bas 90 concept was 
only terminated during the 1990s due to the 
end of the Cold War, and only a few of the 
former wartime air bases were fully integrated 
into the concept. 

For the last ten to 15 years, the focus of the 
Swedish Air Force has been international 
operations, but more recently the spotlight 
has turned to national defence and wartime 


preparations, which has led to a return of 
dispersed base operations. 

“F 17 has conducted several exercises a year 
where we get to operate from wartime air 
bases or other airports that can fulfill the same 
function,” said Commander Rasmusson. 

“Our objective in the squadron is to get the 
younger pilots combat ready in the shortest 
possible time and dispersed basing operations 
is high up on that agenda. Flying from a 
wartime air base means that the runway is 
about half the length compared to the one we 
are used to at F 17." 


Baptism of fire 

On the ground, this means pilots becoming 
accustomed to taking off and landing ona 

strip measuring about 1,000m x 20m. “The 
training for this starts a few months after the 
rookie pilots arrive in the squadron by using a 
shortened section (marked by paint) of the main 
runway at F 17. They get their baptism of fire out 
here in the Swedish forests, having conducted 
numerous take-offs and landings back home,” 
said Rasmusson. 

The Flygunderhallskompani maintenance 
company faces similar challenges, as Major 
Bertilsson explains. “We have a similar mindset 
as the squadron, in getting the soldiers and 
youngest officers combat ready as soon as 
possible,” he said. “Working from a wartime 
air base without the technical and logistical 
support that we have from the company back 
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Personnel make sure the Jeep 
Gladiators and associated ground 
vehicles are completely camouflaged 


home is challenging, but it makes them grow 
in their respective roles. 

"The Flygunderhállskompani has two main 
tasks, aircraft maintenance and turnaround. 
While the first is more focused on the effects 
of flying through preventive or corrective 
maintenance, the latter is how we supply the 
squadron in terms of refuelling and rearming, 
where and when the squadron needs us." 


Awaiting the G300 

Having been the backbone of Flygvapnet 
dispersed operations since the 1980s, the Jeep 
Gladiator vehicle (designated Klargoringsbil 
9712) is now heading towards the end of its 


working life at turnarounds. The Swedish 
Defence Materiel Administration (FMV) 
has decided to replace the Gladiator with a 
modified Mercedes-Benz G300 CDI 6x6. 

The replacement can't come soon enough, 
said Major Bertilsson. "The Gladiator has 
served the Flygvapnet well, although anyone 
that has had contact with it probably has a 
love-hate relationship with it," he said. 

"A new turnaround vehicle is long overdue, 
but we need to look over the whole Swedish 
turnaround concept, as the mission today is 
much more challenging and complex than 
when it was first introduced. We will soon 
operate the JAS 39E Gripen and constantly 
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| Aloadcrew at work handling р 
AIM-120 AMRAAM missiles 


y | that weigh 120kg each £ 
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need to adapt and evolve our way of 
conducting dispersed base operations.” 

The latest exercise also saw the deployment 
of a newly-developed mobile air traffic 
control concept called ATS/R. All necessary 
equipment is portable and can be set up 
and used on any wartime air base, road base 
or airport where the Flygvapnet decides to 
operate. By setting up their radio, wind gauge 
and pressure gauge in the vicinity of the 
runway, the air traffic controllers gain a good 
overview of the runway and its surroundings. 


Turnaround crews 

The turnaround and load crews spring into 
action when the two Aquila 51 and 52 Gripens 
taxi into the turnaround site and shut down 
their RM12 engines (a version of the GE 
Aviation F404J, built under licence in Sweden 
by GKN Aerospace Engine Systems). 
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‘Aquila 52’ taking off from the 
wartime air base ‘somewhere’ in 
the Swedish forests 
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The crew train with blank missile 


versions that lack combat 


functions, such as a seeker 
head, warhead or rocket motor 


A chock is placed in front of the right landing 
gear and the Gripen is once again connected 
to the ground-based communications system 
of the ground crew panel. This panel houses 
the controls for the technicians to run tests on 
the electrical, hydraulic and weapons systems, 
as well as oversee the refuelling. Overall, the 
aircraft is easy to handle which helps to keep 
the turnaround time to a minimum. 

Master Sergeant Kenneth Nilsson, a 
technician on the Gripen, said the aircraft 
is designed around the specific operational 
demands of the Flygvapnet. "For example, 

a very swift turnaround with rearming and 
refuelling, on any dispersed base, needs only 
one technician and six conscript mechanics. 
Very much like a pit-stop in Formula 1. On a 
normal day on the flight-line, there is only one 
technician and one mechanic needed to get a 
Gripen ready for another training flight." 
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Each JAS 39 is loaded with two Rb 99 
missiles while the turnaround and refuelling is 
conducted. The conscripts may be new to the 
task, but it doesn't show. 

Conscript Ellen Engblom explained: 
"It was exciting to test our role in these 
circumstances, since there is a pronounced 
focus on being able to receive aircraft 
anywhere and anytime in Sweden. 

"We had brought what we needed from 
the hangar in the form of tools, spares and 
equipment. Living in tents and camouflaging 
our vehicles added to the wartime focus. 
A lot of time was spent on alert, but when 
the order for turnaround is given, everything 
happens fast." 


AFM would like to thank all at 21 FU-komp 
and 171 Division for their assistance. 
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Adapt fast. 


Gripen is not only the smart fighter today, it is 
designed to be the smart fighter for generations. 

It will not only allow you to keep at pace with evolution, 
it will allow you to lead it. 


Learn more at gripen.com 


Attrition 


Report 


Subscribe to www.Key.Aero 
for breaking news stories. E-mail the news 
team at editor@airforcesmonthly.com 


Accident Reports 


D: Aug 10 

N: Romanian Air Force/ 
Carpathian Pumas Det/ 
MINUSMA 

T: IAR-330L-RM Puma 

S: 82 

Adding to the previous report of 

the damage to this helicopter, 

which occurred during a storm 

while it was parked on the ground 

at Douwntza Air Base, Mali (see 

Attrition, October, p90), the serial 

number is now known, as given 

above. After languishing there 

for two months, it was finally 

recovered as an underslung load 

by a locally-deployed RAF Chinook 

on October 12, although it is not 


confirmed as to where it was taken. 


D: Sep7 

N: Russian Air Force 

T: MiG-29 Fulcrum 

This aircraft reportedly crashed 
near Sirte, Libya, due to a technical 
failure. The pilot ejected safely 
and was rescued a short time 
afterwards by a Libyan National 
Air Force Mi-24P from Jufra. 

US Africa Command deputy 
intelligence director Rear Admiral 
Heidi Berg confirmed this loss 

on September 11, suggesting that 
it was possibly being flown by a 
Russian mercenary pilot from the 
paramilitary contractor, the 
Wagner Group. 


Oct 6 

Tunisian Air Force/15 Squadron 
Northrop F-5E Tiger II 

В Y92515 

This aircraft was destroyed in а 
crash near the Remada commune, 
Tataouine province, southeastern 
Tunisia, during a mission over the 
desert, patrolling the border with 
Libya. The pilot, Captain Mehdi 
Boubaker, was killed. 


oazu 


D: Oct6 

N: Venezuelan Military Aviation/ 
GAT 9/Escuadrón 91 

T: Cessna T206H Stationair TC 

S: 1810 

While en route from Puerto 

Ayacucho to Anacome, Valle 

de Duanay, Manapiare, Tencua, 

the aircraft crash-landed in the 

Amazonas, coming to rest nose 


Above: Colombian Army UH-1H-II Huey II EJC5402 following its accident on 


down on the banks of a stream. 
There were no serious injuries to 
the occupants, but the Cessna was 
substantially damaged. 


D: Oct7 

N: Russian Air Force 

T: Su-24M Fencer 

While being towed on its 
undercarriage along the road 
between Osinovka and Rudnaya 
Pristan, Primorsky territory, the 
driver of the KAMAZ truck that 
was pulling it lost control and 

the Su-24 was damaged when it 
slid into a ditch near the village 

of Anuchino. The aircraft was 
minus its tail, tailplane and wings 
but its destination was unknown. 
It was not clear whether it was 
being taken somewhere for repair/ 
overhaul or destined for scrapping. 


October 11 while attempting an emergency landing near Taraza, Antioquia 


Ejercito Colombia 


Abbreviations: D: Date N/U: Nationality/Units T: Type S: Serials 
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Oct 8 

Ecuadorian Air Force/Esc 2212 
TH-57A Sea Ranger 

: FAE401 

This helicopter crashed at Itchimbia 
Park, Quito, during mountain flying 
training. All three on board were 
injured. It came to rest upright, 

but the rear of the tail boom was 
severed and the skids collapsed. 


оло 


D: Ос 
N: Colombian Army/Batallon de 
Aviacion No 5 Movimiento 


Aereo 
T: UH-1H-II Huey II 
S: EJC5402 


While attempting an emergency 
landing near Taraza, Antioquia, the 
helicopter crashed and sustained 
substantial damage when the tail 
boom was torn off. All four crew 
members were injured and taken to 
a medical centre in the nearby city 
of Monteria, Cordoba, where they 
were reported in stable condition. 


D: Oct 13 
N: Afghan Air Force 
T: 2xMi-17 


These two helicopters collided in 
mid-air and crashed during take- 
off from a location in the Nawa- 
i-Barakzayi district of Helmand 
province. Nine personnel were 
killed, five on one helicopter and 
four on the other. 


www.Key.Aero 


D: Oct 15 

N: Ecuadorian Naval Aviation/ 
Escuadrón de Aviones 

T: Bell 206B JetRanger III 

S: HN-319 

While carrying out a training 

flight in the Chongón sector, 

the helicopter was involved in 

a mishap during which the tail 

boom was severed, although the 

JetRanger remained upright on its 

skids in an open field. The crew 

were unhurt but the helicopter 

sustained substantial damage. The 

JetRanger was from the Escuadrón 

de Aviones at Base Aérea Simón 

Bolivar, Guayaquil. 


D: Oct 16 
N: Mexican Navy 
T: Mi-17-1V 


S: ANX-2220 

While landing at Villahermosa- 
Capitan Carlos Perez International 
Airport, Tabasco, at 0938hrs 

local time, following a local 
reconnaissance flight, this 
helicopter was involved in an 
accident during which the entire 
tail boom was completely torn 
away from the fuselage. The 

Mi-17 remained upright on its 
undercarriage, but was extensively 
damaged. At least three of the eight 
on board suffered multiple minor 
injuries and were taken to a local 
hospital for treatment. 


D: Oct 16 

N: Paraguayan Air Force 

T: Cessna 210 Centurion II 
50822 

After landing on runway 03 at 
Itaipu Airport at 0930hrs local time, 
following a flight from Asuncion- 
Silvio Pettirossi International 
Airport with the Paraguayan 
Minister of Justice, Cecilia Pérez, 
on board, the aircraft veered off the 
runway following loss of directional 
control as a result of a blowout 

of the starboard mainwheel tyre. 
The starboard main undercarriage 
then collapsed, along with the 
nosewheel, as the Cessna ran 

onto the grass and the wheels dug 
into the soft ground. The Minister, 
along with a companion and two 
guards, plus the pilot and co-pilot, 
all escaped serious injury, and 
after being treated at the Tesai 
Foundation hospital in Ciudad del 
Este, they were all released. The 
underside of the aircraft's nose 
was substantially damaged and the 
propeller bent. 
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Ecuadorian Naval Aviation — - 
Bell 206B JetRanger Ilse — 
HN-319 after its.accident-on 


D: Oct 18 

N: US Air Force/62nd AW/ 
446th AW 

T: C-17A Globemaster III 

S: 08-8199? 

After being unable to lower the 

nose undercarriage, although 

the nosewheel doors opened 

as normal, this aircraft made an 

emergency landing this morning 

at Kandahar Airfield, Afghanistan. 

The pilot kept the nose in the air as 

long as possible after touchdown, 

reducing speed while on only the 

mainwheels until the nose finally 

settled onto the runway, trailing 

a shower of sparks. No one was 

injured in the incident and damage 

to the aircraft did not immediately 

appear to be serious. The serial 

number quoted above remains 

unconfirmed, as all images of the 

incident were censored and had 

the aircraft's identity blanked out. 


D: Oct20 

N: US Navy 

T: F/A-18E Super Hornet 

While trying to return to Naval 

Air Weapons Station China Lake, 
California, due to an in-flight 
emergency during a routine 
training flight in the Superior 
Valley, the aircraft crashed at 
approximately 1010hrs local time 
just south of the base. It came 
down in an open field close to the 
Robbers Roost rock formation, 
near the junction of Highway 178 
and Highway 14, in Ridgecrest, 
east Kern County, starting a small 
brush fire. The pilot ejected safely 
and was taken for evaluation to a 
local medical facility, where he was 
reported to be in stable condition. 
The aircraft, which was completely 
destroyed in the crash, was from 
one of the strike fighter squadrons 
based at Naval Air Station 
Lemoore, California. 


D:NOGE21 

N: Russian Air Force 

T: Su-34 Fullback 

During a training flight in the 
Khabarovsk Region of Russia's 
Far East, this aircraft crashed at 
1900hrs local time in a low-lying 
wooded area. Both pilots ejected 
safely and were returned to their 
home airfield. The aircraft was 
believed to be from the 277th BAP 
at Khurba Air Base. 


D: Oct 23 

N: US Navy/Training Air Wing 5 
T: T-6B Texan II 

S: 166207 'E-207' 

This aircraft crashed into a 
residential neighborhood on 
Mansion Street, Magnolia Springs, 
in Foley, Alabama, about 30 miles 
west of Pensacola, Florida, at 
approximately 1700hrs local time. 
Both the US Navy instructor pilot 
Lt Rhiannan Ross and US Coast 
Guard student pilot Ensign Morgan 
Garrett were killed, but no one 

was injured on the ground. The 
Texan was operated by Training Air 
Wing 5 and on a training mission 
from Naval Air Station Whiting 
Field, Florida. These were the first 
fatalities involving either US Navy 
or US Marine Corps aircraft in more 
than a year. 


D: Oct29 

N: Republic of China Air Force/ 
7th Tactical Fighter Wing 

T: F-5E Tiger Il 

S: 5261 


Two minutes after take-off from 
Chih Hang Air Base, Taitung, 

as the leader of a flight of two 
aircraft, the pilot of this fighter 
reported failure of the starboard 
engine and it crashed in the sea 

at 0729hrs local time off Taiwan's 
southeast coast, 1nm northeast 

of Jia Lu Lan, Tai Tung County. 
The pilot, Captain Zhu Guan 
Meng, ejected at 0731hrs and was 
found at 0818hrs by ROCAF SAR 
UH-60M Black Hawk 939, which 
had been scrambled at 0732hrs 
and recovered him, unconscious, 
at 0840hrs. The helicopter arrived 
back at Chih Hang Air Base at 
0844hrs and the pilot was taken to 
Tai Tung Mackay Hospital, where 
he arrived at 0859hrs, but did not 
survive and was declared deceased 
at 0927hrs. Following the crash, his 
wingman returned to base, landing 
at 0746hrs. 


Additional material from: 

Igor Bozinovski, Donny Chan, 
Scramble/Dutch Aviation Society, 
Vladimir Trendafilovski, René L 
Uijthoven and Asagiri Yohko. 


Paraguayan Air Force Cessna 210 Centurion 11-0822 dug into soft ground after 
veering off the runway on landing at Itaipu Airport on October 16 
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HuAF An-26 farewell flight 
over Hungary on June 23, 
2020 Tamás Martényi 


Hungary's air force retires its last 
Soviet fixed-wing aircraft, the 
venerable Antonov turboprop. 
Tamás Martényi reports 


n June 23, 2020, after 46 years of loyal 
О: the Hungarian Air Force ret 
its last An-26 turboprop aircraft. 

The Antonov 26, NATO call sign ‘Curl’, is 
of the most popular transport aircraft of tl 
Cold War era. It was designed by the Anto 
Design Bureau and entered production in 
This aircraft quickly became the main cari 
for the Warsaw Pact air forces. A total of 1, 
were made until production ceased in 1986. - 

The Hungarian Air Force received its first 
An-26 on July 28, 1974, and training flights 
began shortly afterwards. 

The Hungarians had a fleet of six An-26s 
(registration numbers 202, 203, 204, 208, 209, 
and 210). A number of them took part in the 
Liberation Day parade on April 4, 1975, flying 
over central Budapest - the first time they were 
seen by the public in Hungary. 

At the beginning of 1975, the Hungarian fleet 
of Antonov 26s was completed with the arrival 
of the last four aircraft (registration numbers 
405, 406, 407 and 603). 

From the beginning of the eighties, in 
cooperation with MALÉV Hungarian Airlines, 
the fleet was utilised for commercial freight 
transport as well as its military duties. 

The only serious accident to befall the aircraft 
occurred on December 6, 1982. Returning to its 
base from Budapest Ferihegy Airport (LHBP), 
aircraft number 210 crashed while landing in 
poor visibility. 

All four of its crew were killed. 


Viszontlátásra 


n- 


(Goodbye An-26) 
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Hungarian Antonov An-26 


In 1984, several of the An-26 transport 
aircraft, along with a number of transport 
helicopters, were relocated to Szolnok Air 
Force Base, where the 89th Mixed Transport 
Aircraft Regiment was formed. 


After the wall came down 
Following the demise of communism, and the 
ensuing regime change, the organisational 
structure of the air force changed again. 

In 1992, the still-operational An-24 
(registration number 907) was withdrawn. 
Its role was taken over by two An-26s, 
registrations 405 and 406, based at Tököl Air 
Force Base. These aircraft, which originally 
carried cargo, were used for government 
international travel, and the transportation of 
military leaders from the staff of the MH93 
Vitéz Háry László Mixed Aviation Department. 

The staff of the Hungarian An-26 unit 
affectionately called them ‘Ancsa’ (Hungarian 
for Annie). However, due to their deafeningly 
loud turboprop engines, they were also named 
‘Roaring Mice’. 
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Challenges faced during the years following 
the regime change had severe effects on the 
‘Ancsa’. During a drastic reduction in the Air 
Force's fleet, five of the nine aircraft were 
withdrawn in 1996 (registrations 202, 203, 204, 
208 and 209). 

However, as they still had significant 
operating hours remaining, they were 
repurposed to meet the growing demand for 
air transport in Eastern Europe. 

All but one found new owners at air freight 
companies - An-26, registration 204, was 
demolished in Szolnok. 

By this time, only four machines were left, 
and it was decided that it was problematic 
operating them from two different bases. So, 
in June 2001, the aircraft in the Tököl unit 
returned to Szolnok. 

In the noughties, an exponential growth in 
flight requirements highlighted the fact that 
there were not sufficient aircraft to cope. 

Therefore, in May 2004, a fifth aircraft was 
purchased from the Russian Air Force. This 


machine was given the registration number 110. 


An expanded role 

In the meantime, as the unit's tasks expanded, 
and following Hungary's accession to NATO, 
the Hungarian An-26s were flying to more and 
more Western countries. This affected both 
the personnel and the planes. The outdated 
on-board radar, located behind the nose 

cone, was eventually replaced by a modern 
western system, Honeywell's RDR-2000, which 
improved flight safety. 

In 1992, Hungary joined the global 'Open 
Sky' programme, and its planes were 
reconfigured to make them able to carry out 
aerial photography. So, with fewer machines 
available, and with the crews being asked to 
perform a wider range of radically different 
tasks, the unit had to evolve. Switching to 
peacekeeping missions and providing forces 
with supplies became a priority, but these 
tasks could only be carried out within relatively 
short distances. 


In addition to Cyprus, Egypt and Kosovo, a 
number of trips were made to the NATO or EU 
headquarters in Brussels. 
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Farewell formation 
flight with HuAF Airbus 
A319-112 (reg.604) over 
Hungary on June 23, 
2020 Tamás Martényi 
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HuAF An-26 farewell flight D 


M over Hungary on June 23, 
2020 Tamás Martényi 
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Celebration flight at 
Kecskemét Air Show by HuAF 
An-26 (reg. 110) and HuAF JAS- 
39C (reg. 33) Tamás Martényi 


The unit's most serious challenges, though, 
were its deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Due to the limited range of the Ancsa; this 
could only be done with an intermediate 
landing on the flight routes. Flights to these 
dangerous operational zones also required 
further modifications. 

In Afghanistan, portable anti-aircraft 
missiles (ManPads) were being employed 
around airports, in many cases leading to 
the destruction of aircraft. The An-26 was 
defenceless against these. Therefore, the bomb 
locks on the side of the aircraft were fitted 
with ASzO-2 type infrared flare dispensers 
'borrowed' from Mi-24 Hind helicopters, which 
could be deployed by the crew in several ways 
to protect the aircraft. 


The decline of the Curl 


The number of Hungarian Air Force An-26s 
gradually declined until finally, by the time of 
their withdrawal, only one, the 406, could fly. By 
June 2020, the 11 original aircraft had clocked 

a total of 83,000 hours in the air, reaching 179 
airports in 47 countries. 


Most An-26 aircraft, after completing military 
missions, have gone on to fly for civilian cargo 
companies, and many still do so today. 

An-26, registration '203', was initially operated 
in a Bulgarian register. It then went on to 
carry out transport duties in the colours of the 
Solenta (TR-LID) company headquartered in 
Gabon, Central Africa. 

A similar pathway was taken by '209', which 
today flies in Equatorial Guinea (TR-LIN). 

An-26 '208' initially went to a Ukrainian 
private company, then flew in civilian colours 
for Hungarian charter airliner CityLine with the 
HA-TCO registration mark. It has been spotted 
several times at Budapest Ferihegy Airport. 

With the withdrawal of the An-26, we not 
only say goodbye to an aircraft type, we also 
bid farewell to the last Soviet-made fixed-wing 
aircraft - a plane that serves with distinction, 
wherever it flies. 


The author thanks HM press, 1LT Xénia 


Szausev, 1LT Robert Toth and Laszlo Kóvári. 
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Officially The World’s Number One 

Military Aviation Magazine... 

Published monthly, AirForces Monthly is devoted entirely to 
modern military aircraft and their air arms. It has built upa 
formidable reputation worldwide by reporting from places not 
generally covered by other military magazines. Its world news 
is the best around, covering all aspects of military aviation, 
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America’s Best-Selling Military Aviation Magazine 


With in-depth editorial coverage alongside the 

finest imagery from the world’s foremost aviation 
photographers, Combat Aircraft is the world’s favourite 
military aviation magazine. With thought-provoking 
opinion pieces, detailed information and rare archive 
imagery, Combat Aircraft is your one-stop-source of 
military aviation news and features from across 

the globe. 
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The Past, Present and Future of Flight 

As Britain's longest established monthly aviation journal, 
Aviation News is renowned for providing the best 
coverage of every branch of aviation. Each issue has the 
latest news and in-depth features, plus firsthand accounts 
from pilots putting you in the cockpit and illustrated with 
the very best photography. Now incorporating 

JETS magazine, Aviation News brings you the best of 
both magazines. 


key.aero/aviation-news 


Publishing 


PAMPA TRAINER SALES PUSH 


AIR 


INTERNATIONAL 


EAE Mast | COMMERC AL BUSINESS UNMANNED | ENGINES | SYSTEMS & FUTURE TECHNOLOGY 


TACKLING 
2011098 


BRONCO ІІ 


US PLANS FOR SPEC 
OPS PLANE 


ACH ORDERS TAKE ЕО 
IH № ИМЕ В : 


ш АК { d 
— HE 360 ASOE NDS» vc 


= 
FREIGHT BOOM EASES AIRLINER WOES ff 


For the Best in Modern Military and Commercial Aviation... 
Over the years, AIR International has established an 
unrivalled reputation for authoritative reporting across the 
full spectrum of aviation subjects. With more pages than 
ever, all still dedicated to commercial and military aviation, 
we have correspondents and top aviation writers from 
around the world, offering exciting news, detailed and 
informative features and stunning photography in each 
monthly issue. 
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y word 15" crackled over the airways. 
S sole response by a potentially- 

hostile military aircraft, to repeated calls 
from Venezuelan air traffic control to identify 
itself. At 0952hrs on July 19, air traffic control 
had detected the presence of an unidentified 
aircraft moving through the Curacao Flight 
Information Region (FIR), one of northern 
Venezuela's three airspace zones. 

At 1025hrs, Venezuelan Military Aviation 
scrambled two jets from Teniente Luis del 
Valle García Air Base to intercept 'Sword 
15’. The base is in Barcelona, the capital of 
Anzoatégui State, and is home to the 13th 
Liberator Simón Bolívar 'Leones' Fighter Air 
Group. This force is equipped with the 
Russian long-range strike fighter, Sukhoi 
Su-30MK2V Flanker-G, flown by three 
squadrons, 131 'Cayaurima', 132 'Pumas/ 
Yavire' and 133 ‘Urimare’. 


Just 19 minutes later 'Sword 15' left Curacao 
FIR and entered the neighbouring airspace, 
Maiquetía FIR. At 1133hrs the interceptor jets 
spotted ‘Sword 15', and visually identified it as 
a Lockheed EP-3E Aries II (Bureau Number 
160764), part of the US Navy's Fleet Air 
Reconnaissance Squadron 1 (VQ-1) 'World 
Watchers', stationed at Naval air Station 
Whidbey Island in Washington State. The 
squadron is identifiable by its bat insignia. 

Ten minutes later, the Venezuelan pilots flew 
aggressive and intimidating manoeuvres close 
to the EP-3 Aries II, including activating their 
afterburners, while the US intelligence aircraft 
filmed the entire approach sequence. 

Soon after, the Sukhoi escorted the US 
aircraft out of the Maiquetía FIR, before 
landing at Capitán Manuel Ríos Air Base in El 
Sombrero, Guárico State, another air base for 
the Venezuelan Flankers. 
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South American Scramble 


A US Navy EP-3E Airborne Reconnaissance 
Integrated Electronic System (ARIES) II, 
assigned to Fleet Air Reconnaissance Squadron 
1 (VQ-1) World Watchers’ similar to the one that 
strayed into Venezuelan airspace 

US Navy/MCS3 Class Andrew Langholf 


About the EP-3E Aries II 


The Aries II is a version of the Lockheed P-3 
Orion anti-submarine patrol aircraft, designed 
to perform Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) 
missions, which are divided into Electronic 
1 Intelligence (ELINT) апа Communications 
= — Intelligence (COMINT). 
— aun E For ELINT missions, the EP-3E is equipped 
a, p. with an AN/ULQ-16, a computerised 
4 pulse processor to make detailed time 

* measurements of radar signals and an 

^um AN/ALQ-108, an enemy IFF (Identification 
| Friend or Foe) interrogation system that both 

actively and passively exploits IFF and range 

extension signals. 

For COMINT tasks, the aircraft has a more 

comprehensive suite of equipment: one or 
mes more LUNCHBOX PROFORMA processors 
installed on SCARAB laptops; one or more 
laptops loaded with MARTES software; and, 
finally, the ALD-9 antenna, which processes 
various signals in HF, VHF and UHF frequency 
bands, picked up by receivers spread across 
the surface of the aircraft. 

The signals emitted by the PROFORMA 
system are digital command-and-control data 
communications that transmit information 
and instructions to and from radar systems, 
weapon systems (such as ground-to-air 
missiles, anti-aircraft artillery and combat 
aircraft) and control centres. 

Exploitation of this information provides 
the US military and likely allies with almost 
instantaneous situational-awareness data 
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about the radar systems of a target country. 
This information complements US sensor 
systems, while providing information to 
enhance the decision-making process. 


What is MARTES? 


In turn, the MARTES device comprises a set of 
software tools for collecting, analysing 

and processing signals. A new version of 
MARTES is released approximately every six 
months and is generally split into COMINT, 
ELINT and Foreign Instrumentation Signals 
Intelligence (FISINT) tools such as telemetry 
and electronic interrogators. 

The EP-3E has two AN/ARC-94 radios for 
long-range communication. One (HF-1) is 
configured for secure modem communications 
and employs the KG-84C encryption device. 
The other (HF-2) is configured for voice 
communication and can be encrypted 
using a KYV-5 device. There are also three 
AN/ARC-206 radios for UHF line-of-sight 
communications, configured for voice 
communications. The HF-2 and AN/ARC- 

206 can be encrypted with KY-58 equipment. 
A third AN/ARC-206 radio is set up for line- 
of-sight data link operations; plus two AN/ 
ARC-182 radios for VHF/UHF line-of-sight 
communications. Both of these are controlled 
from the cockpit and configured for voice 
communications. They, too, can make use of 
KY-58 encryption devices. The control units 
for these radios have a key setting allowing an 
immediate change in the emergency frequency 
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(243.0 MHz or 121.5 MHz) associated with the 
frequency band in use. 

A separate switch setting overlaps the selected 
frequency band and tunes directly 

to 243.0 MHz. 

Other on-board devices include an LST-5 
satellite radio for secure UHF satellite voice 
communications. This radio can only be 
controlled from its location in an avionics bay 
inside the aircraft cabin, and once again it 
goes through a KY-58 encryption device. The 
OL-390 Digital Communications Group and 
its associated UHF radio are used for secure 


satellite modem communications. The radio 
is controlled by the secure communications 
operator and in this case uses a KG-84A 
encryption device. This radio shares 
distribution and antenna equipment with 
the LST-5. 

Communications over these radios are spread 
over several networks, including the American 
Global High Frequency System, which is a 
worldwide network of high-power HF stations 
that provides air/ground HF command-and- 
control radio communications between ground 
agencies and military aircraft. This network 
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South American Scramble ; 


A ‘Flanker-C’ at Air Base Capitán Manuel Rios, 
Guárico, Venezuela. The Fighter Air Group No 11 
command centre operates from here 

Sergio J Padrón A 


supports aircraft, including the EP-3E with 
crucial information, such as position reports. 


Pacific Tax Network 

The Pacific Tax network is a UHF secure 

voice satellite system that provides advisory 
support to COMINT missions, and warns of 
threats to US and allied theatre forces. Network 
participants include the Pacific Reconnaissance 
Operations Center, which provides flight 
co-ordination and tracking for aircraft. 

The SENSOR PACER network is a low data 
rate UHF digital satellite secure network, 
which provides time-sensitive SIGINT 
reporting, COMINT advisory support, threat 
alerting and administrative traffic support for 
sensitive missions worldwide. 

And finally, the SIERRA ONE network, which 
is a UHF secure voice satellite network used 
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by the 5th and 7th Fleet's P-3 and EP-3E 

for reporting and tactical co-ordination. 
Participants include all Pacific Tactical Support 
Centres, along with some others in Japan. 

A measure of Aries II's operational 
capabilities was discovered when one of 
these aircraft crashed into a Chinese J-8ll 
interceptor fighter on April 1, 2001 (known 
as the Hainan Island incident). Although 
its crew and much of the equipment were 
recovered some time later, it was reportedly 
found that the aircraft was equipped to listen 
to communications at military bases in China 
and other countries in the region, as well as 
to draft an electronic battle order and even 
operate defence equipment. 

The EP-3E is manned by up to 24 airmen, of 
which 19 are specialists, and it has a range of 
over 5,000km. AFM 


The Venezuelan 'Flanker-C' continues 
to intimidate the Aries with close, 
high-speed afterburner passes 

US Navy у à 
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Straight up - A Sukhoi Su-30MK2 of Fighter Air 
Group No 11 'Diablos' of the Bolivarian Military 
Aviation of Venezuela performs a dramatic 
vertical climb Sergio J Padrón A 


The varying heat signatures of the Sukhoi are ‘one of the Venezuelan Su-30s that intercepted 
clearly visible on infrared camera US Navy ‘Sword 15; seen on infrared camera, after it 
engaged its afterburners US Navy 


- 
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Polish Air Force 


The introduction of the M-346 within the 
Polish Air Force had a rough start, but it is now 
fully implemented in the advanced flight training at 
Deblin Paul Gross The Emblem of the 4th Flying 
Training Wing Polish Air Force 


58 // December 2020 #393 — www.Key:Aero 


Last checks béfore 
take-off аге performed 
by ground crew on a", 
PZL-130 y 

Paul Gross 
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Polish Air Force 


Between 1993 and 1994, domestic-designed- 
and-built, propeller-driven PZL-130 Orlik aircraft 
were added to the inventory of training aircraft. 
Both the TS-11 and PZL-130 had been the 
backbone of the jet-pilot training programme 
until last year. 


After Poland became a full member of NATO in 
1999, the Polish Air Force started re-assessing 
its capabilities, and concluded that the Air Force 
comprised large numbers of ageing, Soviet- 
designed fighter and fighter bomber aircraft that 
needed to be modernised to the ‘NATO standard: 
This resulted in the gradual withdrawal of ageing 
aircraft like the Mikoyan Gurevich-designed 
MiG-21 and MiG-23, while keeping the Mikoyan 
Gurevich MiG-29 and Sukhoi Su-22 within its 
operational inventory. 

Soon after the reunion of both Germanys, 
the Polish Air Force acquired additional MiG- 
29G and MiG-29GT's from Germany, and a few 
aircraft from the former Czech Republic. In the 
mid-noughties, western fighters began making 
their way into the fighting force. 

The MiG-29 Fulcrum remains Poland's air- 
defence backbone to this day. Originally, 
between 1989 and 1990, nine MiG-29 Fulcrum-A 
and three MiG-29UB aircraft were delivered. 
This fleet has since been supplemented with 
ten former Czech aircraft (nine MiG-29A and 
one MiG-29UB) in 1995, and 27 former German 


2019 was the last year the TS-11 was used for cadet 
training. Here instructor and cadet walk towards their 
ride, recognisable by its colour scheme as a former 
Polish Navy example Paul Gross 
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aircraft (23 MiG-29G and four MiG-29GTs) in 
2005. A total of 30 remain in active service. 

Also in service is a fleet of Su-22 Fitter ground- 
attack aircraft. Delivered between 1984 and 
1990 they're a strong-but-ageing asset. From 
the original 110 delivered (90 Su-22M-4 and 20 
Su-22UM-3K) only 32 remain in service. 

The first acquisition of western designed and 
built aircraft took place between 2007 and 2008, 
when 48 Block 52+ F-16's were integrated into 
the operational inventory. 

This aircraft mix creates a varied demand 
at the training institutions and, as an interim 
solution, part of the training programme was 
conducted in the United States, for the cadets 
selected to operate the F-16. 

After successfully completing their basic 
training on the PZL-130 and TS-11 Iskra in 
Poland, the cadets are transferred to Randolph 
Air Force Base for the next stage of pilot 
training, operating the Raytheon T-6 and 
Northrop T-38C. 

Cadets selected to operate the MiG-29 and 
Su-22 complete their standard domestic 
programme, starting with basic training on the 
PZL-130 II, and followed by basic jet training on 
the M-346. 

With the M-346 now operational and available 
in sufficient numbers, the Polish Air Force plans 
to return its jet-pilot training back to Poland, 
regaining their independence and ability to 
remain self-sufficient. 


Nowadays, the Polish Air Force jet-pilot training 
is centralised at the Polish Air Force Academy 
(PAFA), in co-operation with the 4th Flying 
Training Wing, headquartered at Deblin Air Base. 
The 4th Flying Training Wing is under direct 
control of the Air Force Commander. The 
mission of the 4th Flying Training Wing is to 
provide flight training for the PAFA cadet-pilots 
on jet-trainers, helicopters, turbo-prop and 
transport aircraft. 
The training of the cadets is provided 
at the 41st Air Training Base Deblin 
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and the 42nd Air Training Base Radom. 

Both the 60th Squadron and 66th Squadron 
are based at Radom Air Base, and equipped 
with the PZL-130 II. 

In Deblin, the training is provided by the 58th 
Squadron, equipped with the TS-11, and 48th 
Squadron equipped with the M-346. 

When the M-346 aircraft were received in 
2018, and assigned to the 48th Squadron, 
this squadron was working up its M-346 
programme and preparing to receive its first 
class of cadets, who started their training in 
early-2019. 
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If the cadet in this Da20 has succeeded in this 
phase of training and selection he may now possibly 
be one of the first cadets to have his jet training on 
the M-346 Paul Gross 


All cadets have to pass the first stage of 

their training, which comprises a screening 
programme at an aero club. The future student 
will have to perform approximately 20 flying 
hours. During this phase, it is determined 
whether the cadet has the talent and skills to 
complete the training. The cadets that succeed 
pass on to PAFA. 


The current air force training system consists 
of three main stages. The first stage is a mixed 


stage, comprising four semesters of theoretical 
and practical courses performed by PAFA. This 
is followed by practical courses delivered by the 
4th Flying Training Wing. 

The practical courses provided by PAFA 
consist of 126 flight hours at the Academic Air 
Training Centre. Cadets are trained up to the 
private pilot licence (PPL) level. During this 
stage, cadets will operate light aviation aircraft, 
mainly the Diamond Aircraft DA20 Katana and 
Cessna 152. These aircraft are civil registered 
and the instructor team consists mainly of 
former Polish Air Force pilots. After completion 
of the fourth semester, the cadet will be 
transferred to the 4th Flying Training Wing to 
start practical military flying training. 

The second stage is performed by the 42nd Air 
Training Base in Radom and includes 140 hours 
on the turboprop PZL-130. Upon successful 
completion, the student will transfer to the third 
stage of their training, by being trained for a 
year performing advanced flight training on the 
TS-11 at 41st Air Training Base in Deblin. The 
advanced stage consists of 130 flying hours. 
After completion, the cadets will be promoted 
to second lieutenant rank and receive their 
master degree wings, following a total of 396 
flight hours. During the course, many hours are 
spent on PZL-130 and TS-11 flight simulators. 
2019 was the last year that TS-11 Iskra training 
took place, as the new advanced jet trainer, the 
M-346 Bielik, was introduced. 


The airfield of Radom close to the outskirts of the city and fully equipped for use by commercial airlines. 
During 2015 and 2016 it was used commercially, but since then no scheduled commercial flights have been 


carried out Paul Gross 


One of the original Czechoslovakian-built MiG-15UTI trainers was assigned to the 


45 LPSz-B squadron based at Babimost Air Force base in the early nineties. The squadron was assigned fighter 


bomber tasks and training tasks Patrick Roegies 


x 
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Deblin air base is known for its favourable flying 
climate for much of the year. Locals say it’s because 
of its proximity to the Wisla river Paul Gross 


The first group of cadets from the Air Force 
Academy started their training on the M-346 
in March 2019, and it ran until the end of 
November 2019. The group consisted of four 
cadets. This group successfully completed the 
entire syllabus, including the flying programme. 
The next group, of six cadets, started their 
training in March 2020 and should complete it 
by December 2020. 


The M-346 Master 

After a very long process, starting as early as 
1976, the M-346 was selected on 20 December 
2013 to replace the TS-11. The Iskras were initially 
going to be retired by 2009, but the tender’s 
submission date moved all the way back to 
October 2010. 

Some major hurdles were overcome during 
this extended period of time. At the start, one 
of the designs considered was the domestically 
designed and built M-92 Iryda. After a long 
operational test and evaluation process, it was 
only used in operational service for a short 
period, between 1992 and 1996. The process 
was finally abandoned as a result of a fatal 
accident and budgetary cuts. 

Another setback in the search for a TS-11 
successor was the cancellation of the original 
Lead in Fighter Trainer (LIFT) tender process in 


Part of the training syllabus is touch and go's at 
various air bases. Here a M-346 is seen during one 
of the first touch-and-go's at Radom Air Base during 
spring 2018 Paul Gross 


2011. With this, the Polish Air Force abandoned 
its original demand for a dual-role combat 
capability for the new trainer, which meant the 
specification had to be redefined. This process 
was completed in a short timeframe, and a new 
tender was initiated. The possible alternatives 
that were assessed were the BAE Systems 
Hawk, Korea Aerospace/Lockheed Martin 
Golden Eagle and the Aero Vodochody L-159. 
The sub-sonic Hawk is the most popular 
western-built jet trainer in the world and new 
variants remain in production. NATO doctrine 
has long marked Hawks as secondary air 
patrol assets in times of conflict and the type 
can be armed with a variety of weapons. This 
would fit the dual-role requirement very well. 
Poland was reportedly examining proposals to 
buy some of Finland's Hawk trainers, but the 
trainer competition dragged and the Finnish 
Air Force's 49 Hawk Mk 51 trainers which were 
available were expected to reach the end of 
their lifespans by 2019. Polish officials believed 
the Finnish Hawks could remain in operational 
service until 2025, but that would still mean 
just five to ten years of additional operational 
service, allied with higher maintenance costs. 
The second alternative, the T-50 Golden 
Eagle from Korea Aerospace/Lockheed Martin, 
appeared to fulfill all the requirements at first 
glance. It's a fully-supersonic trainer like the 
T-38 and could be modified to make it a cheap 
but effective reserve fighter force in times of 
need. It also offers the prospect of improving 
relations with a growing Asian economy and 
is backed by the same American firm that sold 


Poland its F-16 aircraft. 

International setbacks in the UAE and 
Singapore hurt the type, but a win in Indonesia 
and a dual-role buy from Iraq have solidified its 
competitive position. 

The T-50 remains a strong contender for any 
country that wants swing-role capability, but its 
price tag exceeded the Polish Air Force budget. 

The sub-sonic L-159 trainers are capable 
aircraft, fully-westernised and NATO- 
compatible. They were designed from the 
outset as combat aircraft, and can be fitted 
with targeting pods and Paveway laser- 
guided bombs, AIM-9L/M Sidewinder air-to- 
air missiles, and the usual assortment of guns, 
rockets, and conventional bombs. They can 
operate from austere bases if needed, and are 
easy to maintain. 


Other options 

The L-159 was also offered in the initial tender 
and Aero Vodochody was prepared to bid again 
for the second tender. The Czech Republic had 
even said that they'd be willing to offer Poland 
the use of Czech Air Force trainers as an interim 
step. Exceeding the intended withdrawal from 
use date of the Polish Air Force TS-11 fleet. Add 
in the Czech Republic's proximity, and it seemed 
like a compelling offer. 

The main problem was a poorly-constructed 
tender, that created far too much financial risk 
and uncertainty, forcing Aero to drop out of 
the competition. 

The Russian-designed Yak-130 was an obvious 
non-contender in this process, given Russia's 
history in Poland. 

The Italian Alenia M-346 is mostly sub-sonic, 
but has limited low-supersonic capability. The 
M-346 has become a consistent contender in 
advanced trainer competitions. They are the 
result of a joint programme with Russia that 
also produced the very similar Yak-130, which is 
Russia's next generation trainer and light attack 
aircraft. Unlike the Yak-130, however, the M-346 
is only a jet trainer; its light attack version is 
'under development: 

When the initial order for eight M-346 was 
placed in February 2014, an option for four 
additional aircraft was included. Next to the 
eight aircraft, the purchase package included 
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The last surviving TS-11s in military 
service will be the aircraft assigned 
to Team Iskry, although their long 
term future is far from certain 


Hans Antonissen 
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the delivery of simulators and other training 
systems, spare parts, and technical support. 
However, this was not the end of the 
process. After receiving the first two M-346 
on November 14, 2016, the Polish Air Force 
concluded as early as December 2016 that the 
Embedded Tactical Training System (ETTS) was 
not properly functioning. The weapon simulation 
system is a very important feature of the M-346 
training syllabus and several issues became 
apparent during commissioning. The only actual 
payload that could be carried were small and 
simple 12kg SUU-20 training bombs. All other 
armament could however be simulated 
by the ETTS. 


The TS-11 was designed in the 1960s, to fill the 
gap between the piston-engined TS-8 Bies 
training aircraft and the newly-acquired MiG- 
21. With the introduction of the F-16 in 2007 a 
further gap became apparent, caused by the 


of the package that the Polish MoD bought from 
-eonardo Aerospace is several years of on the job 
Support by senior Italian M-346 instructor pilots. 
Here the Italian instructor can be recognised by his 
Blue flight suit Paul Gross 


technological developments in military aviation. 
The gap between the 60s technology of the 
TS-11 and the fourth-generation F-16 Block 52 
turned out to be significant. The shortfalls forced 
the Polish Air Force to reorganise its training 
programme for the F-16 pilots, because of a lack 
of technological and simulator capabilities. This 
caused an accelerated need to replace the TS-11. 
With the introduction of the M-346, the gap 
between that jet trainer and the F-16 has been 
closed, given the enhanced capabilities that the 
M-346 delivers. 

However, the enhanced capabilities of the 
M-346 might create another gap for pilots 
converting to it from the PZL-130 Orlik II! 

According to Major Moskal, commander of 
48th Squadron, only after training on M-346 
is in full swing, will an operational evaluation 
prove whether a new gap actually exists and 
what the extent of that gap might be. That 
aside, the M-346 trainer delivers a range of new 
techniques and opportunities for pilot training 
and is, as Major Moskal says: "Almost perfect" 


Poland has developed a pilot-training 
programme that is designed to its own exacting 
requirements. The result of the domestic training 
programme is an independent and professional 
air force capable of controlling its influx of new 
pilots. Both in NATO exercises, and in operational 
situations, the Polish Air Force has proven that 
its competences are fully compliant with the 
standards NATO expects. 

With its jet-pilot training programme becoming 
fully-independent from 2019 onwards, the Polish 
Air Force once again has a unique position 
within NATO. 

With a few exceptions, most European NATO 
Air Forces depend to some degree on the 
US Air Force. This may be cost-efficient and 
practical, but it also makes them dependent on 
a foreign nation, and one that has proven to be 
a fickle partner in recent times. 

With the acquisition of the M-346, the 
Polish Air Force clearly stated its intent to 
remain independent. That stance will offer 
new opportunities in the near future, thereby 
assuring a steady flow of top-quality new jet 
pilots to its air force for many years to come. 
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з: 
A Vermont Air National Guard,pilot talks to Rob Coppinger about 
their transition from the Lockheed Martin F-16 Fighting Falcon to the 


Right: A pilot assigned to the 158th 
Fighter Wing, Vermont Air National 
Guard (ANG), takes off on April 8 this 
year for a routine training mission from 
the unit's base in South Burlington. 
The pilot is flying a Lockheed Martin 
F-35A Lightning IIs assigned to the 
134th Fighter Squadron, maintaining 
readiness with the aircraft while 

the national guard responds to the 
COVID-19 pandemic US Air National 
Guard/Tech Sgt Ryan Campbell 


n October 14, 2020, the last 
Q: the Vermont Air National 

Guard (VTANG) 158th 
Fighter Wing's 20 Lockheed Martin 
F-35A Lightning II aircraft arrived 
at Burlington International Airport, 
where the unit is based. 

The transition from the wing's 
fourth-generation Lockheed 
Martin F-16 Block 30 Fighting 
Falcon started in 2016, but the 
change for the 158th is not just a 
different aircraft. The mission the 
fighter wing (FW) will undertake 
is completely different. Instead of 
providing close air support (CAS) 
with the F-16, the new task with 
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the F-35 is the suppression of 
enemy air defences (SEAD). 

On December 3, 2013, the 
United States Air Force (USAF) 
announced that Burlington Air 
Guard Station (AGS), the home of 
the VTANG, had been chosen as 
the first AGS base for the F-35. 

It was selected after an analysis 
of multiple locations' operational 
considerations, installation 
attributes and economic and 
environmental factors. 

During the announcement, 
the USAF's deputy assistant 
secretary for installations, Timothy 
Bridges, said: "Burlington's 


airspace and ranges can support 
projected F-35A operational 
training requirements and offers 
joint training opportunities with 
[Boeing] F-15C [Eagles] from 
Barnes AGS [Massachusetts]." 
Burlington is only the second 
operational F-35 wing in the entire 
USAF (See box, 'All change at 
the guard bases’). The first two 
F-35As assigned to the 158th FW 
and its 134th Fighter Squadron 
(FS) arrived at Burlington AGS on 
September 19, 2019. Those two 
F-35s were flown by 134th FS 
commander Lt Col Anthony Marek 
and pilot Lt Col Nathan Graber. 


The official welcome ceremony 
took place a month later, with 
USAF Gen Joseph Lengyel, chief 
of the National Guard Bureau, who 
spoke about how the 158th FW 
was assigned the F-35. 


Mission set 

Col Daniel Finnegan is a VTANG 
F-35 pilot with the fighter wing's 
134th FS and maintenance group 
commander. He converted to the 
F-35 this summer then went to 
Luke Air Force Base, Arizona - the 
USAF's main training base for F-35 
pilots. Earlier, Finnegan had flown 
the squadron's Block 30 F-16s. 


Above: Vermont ANG 158th Fighter Wing (FW) pilots prepare for a training flight from their South Burlington base. They are flying the 134th Fighter Squadron’s Lockheed 
Martin F-35 Lightning 115 US Air National Guard/Tech Sgt Ryan Campbell 
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United States Air Force Lt Gen Scott Rice, director of the Air National Guard 
(ANG), speaks about the roles the 158th FW will take on with the F-35 Lightning 
Il, during a welcome ceremony on October 19, 2019 - an event staged to celebrate 
the arrival of the aircraft to the wing based at South Burlington, Vermont. The 158th 
FW was the first ANG unit to receive the air force’s most recent fifth-generation 
aircraft, having received two in September last year out of a total of 20 that would 
arrive over the following months US Air National Guard/Tech Sgt Ryan Campbell 


A crew chief assigned to the 158th Maintenance Group marshals an F-35 Lightning II for departure to training known as Southern Lightning at Eglin Air Force Base, 
Florida, from the Vermont ANG base, January 23, 2020. More than 100 airmen will fly and maintain F-35 operations at Southern Lightning, using their training and 
developing their skills US Air National Guard/Julie M Shea 


( 
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The F-16 Blocks 25-32 had 
achieved initial operation capability 
in 1981 (See, ‘History of the 158th 
Fighter Wing’). In comparison, 

the latest F-16 is the Block 70-72, 
which went into production in 2019. 
The Kingdom of Bahrain is the 

first Block 70 customer, along with 
Slovakia and Bulgaria. 

Finnegan explains: “When we 
were in the fourth-generation 
[F-16] world, we really relied 
heavily on SEAD. We needed 
[other] people to suppress SAM 
[surface to air missile defence] 
systems. Flying the Block 30, from 
a culture perspective of the wing, 
we were a Block 30 F-16 unit, 
which primarily works in [CAS] air 
to ground ordinance delivery.” For 
Finnegan, “when you transition 
to SEAD, that's quite a different 
mission set because there's only 
so many SEAD units out there. 
There's not a lot of them”. 

Finnegan has found the F-35 
to be as much a transformation 
for the pilot as simply a change 
of aircraft. He says: “You'd have 
to manually work your radar and 
then you'd have to manually work 
your targeting pod in the F-16. My 


[F-16] radar would only see so far 
and it would only see so many 
things. Then there would be a little 
bit of data link and you'd have to 
listen to the radio a lot” plus, the 
pilot would have to build a mental 
picture of the airspace. 

That mental workload could get a 
lot worse for a pilot and Finnegan 
points out that when a situation, 
for example an engagement, “gets 
complicated” and the “radios get 
saturated”, a pilot’s assumptions 
of what is happening around them 
"starts to fail". For these reasons, 
Finnegan sees the fifth-generation 
fighter as “super-important to the 
mission” because, as he adds: 
“Everything that you had to work 
hard for in the F-16 and you had to 
get from other sources and were 
working multiple systems all at the 
same time, this [F-35] jet is doing 
it all for you.” 

In Finnegan's view, while a lot 
of people talk about the stealth 
aspects of the F-35 and what that 
will do for the pilot's survivability, 
“there's a lot of [sensor] fusion 
that... takes the capabilities of 
the platform to the next level. 

The fusion of all the sensors... all 


working together to provide you 
with a picture”. With the aircraft 
producing the picture that the 
pilot previously had to conjure 
up mentally, “it leaves you 

time in your brain to make the 
tactical decisions that need to 
be made at the time [you need 
them for SEAD]". 

That SEAD mission requires up 
to 35 pilots for the 20 F-35s, to 
ensure the deployment demand 
can be met. It is up to 35 
because guard units are 
two-thirds part-time and 
one-third full-time personnel. 

The USAF decided Vermont 
would be the first guard F-35 
base in 2013, making the 


announcement in the December. 


About two years later, personnel 
started going for F-35 related 
training. Finnegan says: "For 
the most part, we've converted 
all our pilots over [to the F-35] 
and now we're hiring a couple 
of new ones." Personnel were 
sent to F-35 bases: "We were 
sending people out for 
three-year tours. | think we're 
still getting some of them back. 
It was... a staggered wave." 


Below: Four Lockheed Martin F-35 Lightning IIs assigned to the 158th FW prepared for launch from the Vermont Air 
National Guard Base, to honour the area's frontline COVID-19 responders and essential workers with a state-wide flyover 
that was scheduled to last 90 minutes, May 22, 2020. These flyovers are part of Operation America Strong, an air force 
effort to salute healthcare workers across the country United States Air National Guard/Julie M Shea 
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History of 
the 158th 
Fighter Wing 


The state of Vermont's Air National Guard 
(VTANG) was the fifth guard unit in the 
United States, recognised by the federal 
government in August of 1947, a month after 
President Harry Truman signed the National 
Security Act of 1947 separating the US Air 
Force from the Army. At the time, the VTANG 
squadron was the 134th. 

The Vermont guard became part of the 
101st Fighter Wing in Maine in 1949. Then, in 
the 1960s, the 134th was reorganised with 
the 158th Fighter Interceptor Group and 
became known as the 158th Fighter Wing. 
The unit's missions included air defence, 
state security and air-sea rescue over Lake 
Champlain, next to Burlington, Vermont. 

In the beginning, the wing had no official 
air base of its own and field exercises were 
performed at Army Camp Johnson, with air 
training taking place at the local airport in 
South Burlington. The VTANG's exercises 
and deployments became more frequent 
following the terror attacks on the World 
Trade Center on September 11, 2001, when 
VTANG F-16s were in the air over New York 
within hours. For several months, Vermont 
guard pilots worked beside sister units to 
protect New York and surrounding areas in 
combat area patrols (CAPs), with Vermont 
pilots flying for 122 consecutive days with 
no break. Thanks to the dedication of its 
members, the base earned the USAF s 
Outstanding Unit Award. Flying 24/7 CAPs 
in response to '9/11' until March 2002, the 
Vermont Air National Guard's role would 
never be the same again. 

Today, under USAF Air Combat Command, 
the VTANG's mission encompasses 
national defence, global deterrence and air 
capability. The VTANG has performed joint 
operations with units from the air and army 
national guard, air force, army and marine 
corps both domestically and abroad. It 
was sent on overseas operations such as 
Enduring Freedom over Afghanistan and 
Joint Forge over Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
Since 1993, Vermont has also been paired 
with the Republic of North Macedonia, 
previously known as as the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, under 
the State Partnership Program. This is a 
European Command initiative that pairs 
national guard bases with former Soviet, 
Yugoslav and Warsaw Pact countries. 
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Above: Col David Shevchik Jr, commander of the 158th FW, Vermont ANG, who 
touched down in the wing’s final Lockheed Martin F-35A Lightning II prior to a 
ceremony marking its arrival at the South Burlington base on October 14, 2020. 
The aircraft is the last of 20 to be assigned to the wing; the first ANG base to 
hold this distinction - it took delivery of the first two F-35A Lightning IIs in 
September 2019 US Air National Guard/Julie M Shea 

Right: A Lockheed Martin F-35A Lightning II fighter pilot assigned to the 158th 
FW, Vermont ANG, prepares to depart during the Northern Lightning training 
exercise held annually at Volk Field, Wisconsin, August 11, 2020. This is the first 
time the 158th has participated in the exercise with the F-35s 

US Air National Guard/Airman 1st Class Jana Somero 


Those pilots and crew were sent 
to Hill Air Force Base (AFB, Utah), 
and, as Finnegan adds: "They went 
to Luke, they went to Eglin [AFB, 
Florida]. We had some people at 
Edwards [AFB, California]." Some 
pilots also went to Tyndall AFB, 
Florida, for training. Once they 
all came back, Finnegan recalls 
an incremental "wind-up of flying 
operations" at the Burlington air 
base since it "took a little over a 
year for us to get all 20 [F-35s]". 
He sees converting from the F-16 
to the Lightning II as potentially 
a two to three-year process, but 
because the decision was to send 
people off to F-35 active service to 
become the experts, it was a "five 
to six-year programme". While 
newly trained, part-time personnel 
work weekends, Finnegan explains 
= that “a pilot does have to be here 
‘on the flight line more than just the one weekend 


at the ti n Ligh ng e є ally г А а. Ns the first time the [because] they're held to [their] 
15: e exercise и 5 ed: al Gua rma Class Jana Somero) flying requirements”. 


“For the most part, we’ve 
converted all our pilots over 
[to the F-35] and now were 
hiring a couple of new ones” 
Col Daniel Finnegan 
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A crew chief assigned to the 
158th Aircraft Maintenance Squadron 
marshals a Lockheed Martin F-35A 
Lightning II during the Northern 
Lightning training exercise held 
annually at Volk Field, Wisconsin, 
August 11, 2020. This was the first time 
the 158th participated in the exercise 
with the F-35s United States Air National 
Guard/Airman 1st Class Jana Somero 


An F-35 Lightning II assigned 
to the 158th FW departs for training 
known as Southern Lightning at Eglin 
Air Force Base, Florida, from the 
Vermont ANG base on January 23 this 
year. More than 100 airmen fly and 
maintain F-35 operations at Southern 
Lightning, using their training and 
developing their skills US Air National 
Guard/Julie M Shea 


All change at the guard bases 


United States Air National 
Guard (ANG) bases are getting 
the Air Force's latest fighter, 

the Lockheed Martin F-35A 
Lightning II and the Boeing 
F-15EX, an evolution of Boeing's 
Advanced F-15. While 
Vermont 


ANG is the first to change to the 


F-35A, Alabama ANG at Dannelly 


Field, Alabama; Truax Field 
ANGB, Wisconsin; Jacksonville 
ANGB, Florida; and the Air Force 


Reserve in Fort Worth, Texas, will 


all operate F-35As. The Air Force 
is yet to decide if Barnes ANG, 
Massachusetts; Fresno ANG 
in California, or the Naval 

Air Station Joint 


Reserve Base in New Orleans 
will get F-35A or F-15EX. Naval 
Air Station Lemoore, California, 
is being considered for F-35As. 
Portland ANG base will be the 
first operational F-15EX squadron 
in 2023. The first F-15EX 
formal training mission will be 
at Kingsley Field from 2022. 
Potential F-15EX bases operate 
the Boeing F-15C Eagle. 


An F-35 pilot assigned to the 158th FW, Vermont ANG, prepares for take-off from the base for a 90-minute state-wide 
flyover honouring frontline COVID-19 workers, May 22, 2020 - part of Operation America Strong, an air force salute to US 
healthcare personnel US Air National Guard/Julie M Shea 
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Burlington Air Guard Station 


Above left: A Lockheed Martin F-35A Lightning II assigned to the 158th Fighter Wing, Vermont Air National Guard, participates in a training mission at Northern 
Lightning, a training exercise held annually at Volk Field, Wisconsin, August 13, 2020. Lt Col John ‘Rocky’ MacRae, assigned to the 134th Fighter Squadron, Vermont Air 
National Guard, was piloting F-35 tail number 5279 United States Air National Guard/Julie M Shea 
Above right: Col David Shevchik Jr, commander of the 158th FW, flies its final Lockheed Martin F-35A Lightning II to the South Burlington base in Vermont during a 
ceremony marking the arrival, October 14, 2020. The aircraft was the last of 20 to be assigned to the wing since it took delivery of the first two in September 2019 
US Air National Guard/Tech Sgt Ryan Campbell 


There is no other country in 
the world where someone with 
a civilian job can fly the most 
advanced fighter ever made. 
Training the maintenance crews 
involved bringing 12 instructors to 
Burlington. “The air force actually 
brought the schools to us, they 
taught them here. We would put 
our drill status guardsman on 


——— a certain number of days and it 


к» 


depended on what their actual 
job was, how long they would be,” 
Finnegan explains. 

Those maintenance personnel 
received new facilities - from ten 
drive-through F-35 shelters with 
built-in lightning protection, to an 
operations building housing the 
Autonomic Logistics Information 
System (ALIS), which is being 
changed to the Operational 
Data Integrated Network, ODIN, 
system. ALIS and ODIN are for 
maintenance and spare parts 
logistics. The base has 20 aircraft 


parking spots for the F-35, as well 
as drive-through shelters. 

Maj Jason Villemaire is a base 
civil engineer with the 158th 
Mission Support Group at VTANG. 
He adds: “We also [undertook] 

a large-scale repair of all of our 
concrete apron and taxiways." 
While Villemaire says "our", the 
VTANG - like all guard units - 
shares a runway with the local 
airport, in this case Burlington 
International. He explains: “We 
work with our airport partners. 
They actually maintain the 
runways. We maintain our 
taxiways and our aprons.” 

The infrastructure investment 
at the base, which sits on the 
opposite side of the runway to the 
civilian Burlington International 
Airport, has amounted to $100m. 
The funding saw 1950s buildings 
upgraded and new structures built, 
such as the F-35A shelters. "We 
had a lot of construction activity 


on the base these last two years,” 
Villemaire adds. “We are on a very 
small amount of land compared to 
an active duty base,” he explained, 
and this has added difficulty to 
the transition. 


Proud achievement 
On August 13 this year, the VTANG 
passed 1,000 F-35A sorties. 
During the annual Northern 
Lightning exercise, the wing's 
134th FS pilot Lt Col John ‘Rocky’ 
MacRae achieved the milestone 
while piloting tail number 17-5279. 
The 20th and final F-35A for the 
VTANG arrived a couple of months 
later, on October 14, flown by 
158th FW commander, Col David 
Shevchik, his landing marked 
by a ceremony during which he 
addressed airmen, media and 
honorary commanders. 

In the end, it was mission 
accomplished. Villemaire says: 
“This was one of the largest 


infrastructure programmes that 
we have done in the Vermont 
Air National Guard... and it is the 
biggest overall that anyone on 
this team would be a part of.” 
Villemaire is very proud of what 
they did: “We had a huge team, 
great partners with our design 
teams, our execution contract 
teams, with our contractors.” 

Writing the playbook for a 
transition from a 1980s era 
CAS fighter to a 21st century 
fifth-generation SEAD platform 
both has its advantages and 
burdens, as he sums up: “Being 
the first air national guard 
base [to get the F-35] we were 
basically writing the playbook for 
what the infrastructure will look 
like at an air national guard base 
to support the F-35.” 

And Villemaire adds: “Our 
overall objective was to get 20 
F-35s flying out of Burlington, and 
we have done that.” 


“Our overall objective was to get 20 F-35s flying out of Burlington, and we 
have done that” Maj Jason Villemaire, base civil engineer, Vermont ANG 


The 158th FW at the Vermont ANG base in South Burlington received its first two F-35 Lightning Ils during an event on September 19, 2019 
US Air National Guard/Tech Sgt Ryan Campbell 
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The E-7 offers excellent potential 
to support fifth-gen F-35 fighters, 
say supporters RAAF/Sergeant Pete 


arious options for cuts are invariably 
Ves during the run up to any defence 

review, usually with the aim of provoking 
sufficient opposition to make that option 
unpalatable, and thereby leading the budgetary 
axe to be directed elsewhere. 

In the run up to the 2020 Integrated Security, 
Defence & Foreign Policy Review, there have 
already been rumours of cuts to the Royal 
Marines, to the Army's tanks and to Royal Navy 
frigate numbers. Perhaps inevitably, reports are 
now emerging of plans for cuts to the RAF. 

Although the forthcoming review is 
supposedly not going to impose any significant 
cuts to the overall defence budget, there is 
unlikely to be any extra money for armed forces. 
Moreover, because funding for new cyber and 
space capabilities will have to be found, the 
individual services have reportedly been told 
that they are to be made responsible for the 
'Black Holes' in their own budgets. This means 
that the RAF will be expected to find around 
£15bn of cuts. 

There have been leaked reports of proposals 
to retire the remaining C-130J squadron at RAF 
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This composite CGI shows a 
Wedgetail AEW! in RAF markings, 
flying over Lincoln. This scenario 
may have been made less likely 
by the urgent need for defence 
spending cuts Photo via author 


Brize Norton, and/or the ageing fleet of Puma 
medium-lift helicopters at RAF Benson, though 
hese alone would not generate sufficient 
savings. There have been suggestions that a 
£65 million contract for the first three General 
Atomics Aeronautical Systems Inc. Protector 
RG1 RPAS (Remotely Piloted Aerial Systems) 
first announced on July 15, 2020, could be 
cancelled, along with options for 13 further 
aircraft. The reported cuts to Wedgetail would 
be on top of these measures. 


Option 1 - Cancellation 
Cancellation of the E-7 programme now, would 
almost certainly mean that the UK would quickly 
lose its Airborne Early Warning capability 
altogether. Funding for the E-7 (some £300m of 
which has already been spent) was transferred 
from a planned E-3D life-extension programme, 
leading to its cancellation. 

Any realistic opportunity to extend the E-3D 
in service was lost more than a decade ago, 
when the proposed Project Eagle upgrade was 
abandoned, and investment in the platform 
virtually ceased. Project Eagle would have 
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The RAF's Wedgetails are to be delivered to the same spec as Australia’s aircraft, with ten operator 


stations RAAF/Corporal Ben Dempster 


The ten operator stations are the Wedgetail’s biggest unique selling 


point, providing more C2 capability than biz-jet based rivals RAAF/Corporal Tristan Kennedy 


um 


upgraded the aircraft to the Block 40/45 
standard, keeping them aligned with the 
global E-3 fleet. 

"The RAF put the E-3 on the Liverpool Care 
Pathway years ago;' one analyst observed 
recently. (The Liverpool Care Pathway was a 
now-discredited care protocol intended to make 
a dying patient comfortable in their final days. 
It was associated with hastening death through 
the withdrawal of hydration or nutrition.) 

By December 31, 2019, the RAF E-3D Sentry 
AEW1 fleet consisted of four aircraft - three in 
the forward fleet and one in the sustainment 
fleet. Respected analyst, Howard Wheeldon, 
recently reported that, since then, one further 
Sentry E-3D aircraft has been withdrawn from 
service and placed in storage, leaving just two 
aircraft available at any one time. 

As a result, the current E-3D cannot be 
viably extended in service, or even sustained 
for long. Therefore, if the E-7 programme is 


cancelled, running on its predecessor will not 
be an option, nor will there be any budget for 
procuring an alternative - even if a more cost- 
effective solution were available. Cancellation 
of the E-7 would thereby lead to a significant 
capability gap. 

Airborne Early Warning is an absolutely 
essential national capability, fundamental to the 
success of both UK air defence and deployed 
out-of-area operations, providing a useful 
capability against low-flying cruise missiles, 
which may be more difficult to detect using 
ground-based radar. 

Critics argue that traditional Airborne Early 
Warning aircraft are too vulnerable to modern 
long-range air defence missiles and low- 
observable (Stealth) fighters, and that they 
will eventually be replaced by more survivable 
unmanned systems. 

Today, however, no such viable unmanned 
alternatives exist. 


Option 2 - An E-3 lease 

One solution, a possible short-term alternative to 
the E-7 programme that was briefly considered, 
was the proposed lease of three E-3G Sentries 
from the NATO AEW Force (NAEWF). 

These aircraft had been kept upgraded and 
were at a more viable operational standard 

than the RAF's E-3Ds, though the availability 

of these aircraft for such a lease is uncertain, 
and they would be inadequate to generate the 
number of 'orbits' that the UK is likely to require 
in the future. Furthermore, many believe that 

the E-3, with its mechanically scanned radar, no 
longer represents an adequate airborne battle 
management and surveillance system. In the face 
of proliferating long-range missile systems and 
emerging non-Western, low-observable fighters, 
the E-3 and other large high-value assets could 
be forced to operate at greater distances away 
from contested airspace, limiting their 'view' into 
the battlespace. 


74 // December 2020 #393 


www.Key.Aero 


Option 3 - Wedgetail 
reduction 

One way of saving money would be to reduce 
the number of aircraft on order. Officials 
reportedly reopened discussions with Boeing 
over the summer, looking at the possibility of 
reducing the order from five to three aircraft. 

When the UK Wedgetail acquisition was 
announced in March 2019, the contract was 
valued at £1.51bn ($1.98bn), but the cost leapt 
by almost 5096, to £2.1bn ($2.68bn) when the 
Defence Equipment Plan 2019 was published 
on February 27, 2020, an increase of £636- 
640m (42%). 

This increase was not the result of foreign- 
exchange fluctuations (which accounted for 
just £5m), nor of an unexpected price hike 
by Boeing or the US Government. Instead, 
there is a suspicion that the original cost was 
deliberately quoted without some costs in 
order to fit the acquisition within the approved 
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budget, in the knowledge that the extra money 
would then be found. But with COVID 19 forcing 
greater stringency, something now needs to be 
done to force the E-7 programme back within 
its original cost estimates, or even to reduce 
the cost. 

The MoD hopes that reducing the number 
of Wedgetails on order will save hundreds of 
millions of pounds over ten years, while still 
maintaining several hundred skilled jobs and 
delivering an essential capability. 

Proposals to trim the programme have 
reportedly provoked some fury in the USA, 
especially since Boeing has invested in a 
number of initiatives to boost British 
industrial participation. 

Closer to home, there is concern that 
three Wedgetails would be inadequate to 
allow the UK to continue to maintain its 
NATO commitments, or to support deployed 
operations, including providing AEW cover 


for the Queen Elizabeth-class aircraft carriers. 
Reducing the E-7 Wedgetail fleet below the 
planned number would seem hard to justify in 
military terms. 

A fleet of three could often mean just one 
aircraft would be available for operational 
tasking - leaving a single airborne early warning 
aircraft to support 'global' Britain's ambitions. 

There have been reports that a compromise 
could still be achieved, with the RAF reducing 
its order to four aircraft. 


Background 

The MoD's Modernising Defence Programme 
(MDP) review considered the possibility of 
replacing the capability offered by the E-3D, 
initially concentrating on a simple upgrade of 
the existing E-3D, though the AWACS Capability 
Sustainment Programme also considered a 
number of replacement options. However, in 
September 2018, the MoD announced that it 


The demand for AEW&C (Airborne Early Warning and Control) will only increase in the coming years - and 
the UK needs AEW capability to support both UK air defence and operations by deployed forces - including 
the Royal Navy's new carriers Staff Sgt Michael Battles/US Air Forces Central Command 
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planned to acquire the Boeing E-7A Wedgetail 
without a competition, subject to reaching a 
satisfactory agreement with Boeing on price. 
This infuriated the cross-party parliamentary 
Defence Committee, who had already expressed 
grave concerns, noting that alternative aircraft 
platforms should be considered, and asking that 
the contract should not simply be awarded to 
Boeing on a sole-source basis. 

One alternative was offered by a consortium 
of Saab and Airbus, who proposed fitting 
spare A330 Voyagers with two Erieye radars. 
Andrew Walton, head of Saab UK claimed that 
the proposed A330 AEW&C aircraft would 
represent the “lowest risk” of any platform 
on which the Erieye radar (then in service on 
five different aircraft platforms serving with 
eight air forces) had been integrated. He also 
pointed out that the MoD had not taken up 
Saabs offer to examine classified data on 
Erieye, which Saab had got permission from 
the Swedish government to share. Walton 
expressed disappointment at the lack of “fair 
and transparent free-market competition’, and 
said that Saab had been “concerned by the lack 
of competition and the lack of dialogue and 
response from the MoD.’ 

On March 22, 2019, then Defence Secretary, 
Gavin Williamson, announced that the UK had 
committed to a £1.5 billion order for five Boeing 
E-7A Wedgetail battlespace surveillance aircraft. 
Williamson called the Wedgetail “the stand- 
out performer’, which had “already proved itself 
in Iraq and Syria with the Royal Australian Air 
Force.’ The Wedgetail was presented as being 
a low cost, low risk, off the shelf purchase, an 
aircraft that was in production and that would 
be able to be delivered to meet the RAF s 
required 2022 in service date. 

It was agreed that Boeing would supply two 
second-hand commercial Boeing 737NG (Next 
Generation) airframes and that three production 
slots on the Seattle production line would be 
set aside in 2021 and 2022. It was originally 
planned that the aircraft would be converted 

to E-7A Wedgetail standards by the Marshall 
Aerospace and Defence Group in Cambridge. 
Marshall signed a Risk Reduction contract with 


Many believe that Saab’s GlobalEye would be a 
more versatile and cost-effective solution to the 
UK's requirement - offering better performance 
than Wedgetail in some areas Saab 


keves = 
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The Wedgetail offers a step change in capability 
over the E-3D Sentry that it is set to replace, and 
is already fully compatible ive Eyes’ mission 


data files and crypto ‘equipm " 
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| RAAF/Corporal Shannon McCarthy 


Boeing in July 2019, for preparatory work on the 
E-7 Wedgetail Programme. 

This was intended to ensure that Marshall 
Aerospace would be ready to begin the complex 
aircraft modification process in Cambridge in 
early 2021, leading to delivery of the first aircraft 
in 2023. Work on each aircraft was planned to 
take about 24 months, with the final aircraft due 
to be completed in 2026. 

Marshall Aerospace withdrew from the 
project in May 2020. Alistair McPhee, Marshall 
Aerospace and Defence Group chief executive, 
explained that: "Despite the very best efforts 
of all parties, we have not been able to find 
a way to make the programme commercially 
viable for our business" McPhee promised 
to support Boeing and the Royal Air Force to 
ensure that the modernisation programme 
remained on track, and to affect a smooth and 
efficient transition to Boeing's new conversion 
partner, STS Aviation Services at Birmingham 
Elmdon airport. It is here where the Wedgetail 
integration work will be undertaken in the 
former Monarch Aircraft Engineering Limited 
(MAEL) facility. 


The case for Wedgetail 
One of the Wedgetail's big perceived advantages 
for the UK lay in the fact that it was already in 
use with the Royal Australian Air Force. From the 
start, the UK planned to operate its new AEW 
aircraft in close co-operation with this Five Eyes 
partner (The Five Eyes programme includes the 
US, UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand). 
By the time the E-7 order was announced, 
RAF aircrew had already flown on the Aussie 
Wedgetails during operations in the Middle East 
Wedgetail supporters claim that the aircraft 
is now the platform of choice for supporting 
USAF fifth-generation fighters during Operation 
Red Flag, and that the E-7 is significantly more 
capable than any E-3 version in terms of scan 
rates, track quality, ECCM and EW potential 
and clutter performance, all while offering 
lower operating costs. The radar also offers 
360° coverage (albeit with reduced range fore 
and aft), where Erieye does not. Experts offer 
differing opinions as to the significance of this. 
The aircraft and its systems are compatible 
with Five Eyes' specific crypto systems and 
mission data files, and may offer interoperability 
Acquisition of the E-7A Wedgetail will 
exacerbate the RAF's lack of a boom- 
equipped tanker, which would also be 


| useful for refuelling the Rivet Joint SIGINT 
aircraft and the new Poseidon maritime 
aircraft 


| 
| 


patrol 
RAAF/Flight Lieutenant Drew Abbott 
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with the US NIFC-CA (Naval Integrated Fire 
Control - Counter-Air) system. 

The fact that the Wedgetail is based on an 
airliner platform, and not a biz-jet, offers some 
advantages, including crew comfort on longer 
missions. It also carries four more operators 
than the GlobalEye, giving significantly greater 
C2 (Command and Control) capabilities. 


The case against Wedgetail 
Though it's a US product, the E-7A is not used 
by the US armed forces, nor is it likely to be, 

so there is little interoperability advantage. 
Moreover, Australia's Wedgetail plans seem to be 
changing. It has emerged that the RAAF plans to 
retire the aircraft in the mid-2030s, reducing the 
scope for Anglo-Australian co-operation. 

While Australia has overcome early problems 
and is now very satisfied with its Wedgetails, 
other operators of the Boeing 737 AEW&C 
seem to have had a difficult experience with 
this type (the Wedgetail is the RAAF variant). 
Interestingly, the UAE selected the Saab 
GlobalEye in preference to the Wedgetail and 
Advanced Hawkeye, apparently on operational 
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grounds, after extensive evaluation of all three 
types. Though it has been claimed that the 
L-band Northrop-Grumman radar of the E-7 
outranges the S-band Saab Erieye ER radar in 
like-for-like conditions, the E-7 has a relatively 
modest ceiling, and so in practice may not 
enjoy any greater range. The key factors in 
determining radar range in the AEW role are 
altitude and power, and the GlobalEye flies 
higher, and its radar makes use of gallium- 
nitride technology, so might be expected to 
generate more power. 

Moreover, the GlobalEye has a separate 
surface surveillance and GMTI radar, and 
an EO/IR sensor, giving it a better multi-role 
surveillance capability. 

Nor is the E-7A coming from a ‘hot' production 
line. The last Boeing 737-700IGW was the last 
of Turkey's E-7As, delivered in 2011, while the 
Northrop Grumman radar has been out of 
production since 2013. 

Various potential alternatives to E-7 were 
rejected 'out of hand' because they supposedly 
did not meet some of the UK's KURs (Key User 
Requirements). Some analysts believe that 


these KURs were carefully framed in order to 
ensure selection of the Wedgetail, and that 
a more nuanced evaluation of capability and 
cost effectiveness might well have led to a 
different conclusion. 
Critics maintain that the Wedgetail represents 
a solution that is not affordable in the 
numbers required, and one that may even 
be less capable than some competitors. No 
definitive answers are possible, because there 
was no rigorous evaluation of alternatives. 
For UK QRA and expeditionary ops, the RAF 
originally had a fleet of seven E-3s, and that 
was often inadequate. Many believe that five 
Wedgetails would be insufficient, let alone 
three or four. Platform numbers and number of 
'orbits' matter! 

One E-7 supporter told me that: "the E-7 
is good enough, operationally proven, and 
available. It should be procured to buy time to 
work out the longer-term AEW requirement.’ 

Many question whether mere adequacy 
as a 'stop gap' is sufficient to justify an 
'uncompeted acquisition' costing more than 
£2 Billion. 
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new style of air warfare has emerged in 

the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, which 

began on September 27. Drones or 
unmanned air systems (UAS) have been used 
in conjunction with loitering munitions (a type 
of hybrid long-endurance drone and guided 
missile) to deadly effect. 

The Turkish military pioneered this innovative 
and aggressive use of expendable armed UASs 
at the spearhead of a full-scale conventional 
armed conflict in Syria, Iraq and Libya. 

The tactic has been further refined by the 
Azerbaijani military with Turkish assistance, 
to pit this new technology against legacy 
ground-based air defences (GBAD) that rely 
on older-generation surface-to-air missile 
(SAM) systems. Using armed drones to 

take out enemy defences and artillery in a 
systematic manner could represent the future 
modus operandi for the mass use of UASs and 
loitering munitions. 
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In its quest to be the local superpower, 
Turkey has played a vital role in supporting the 
Azerbaijani war effort in Nagorno-Karabakh, 
by supplying high-tech weapons, advisers and 
trained mercenaries from Syria. 

Turkey's weighty contribution includes the 
provision of armed UASs, land-launched cruise 
missiles, long-range rockets and early warning 
(EW) systems. Turkey also brought its battle- 
tested expertise from Syria, Iraq and Libya 
to the destruction of Nagorno-Karabakh air 
defences (DEAD). 

For its own part, Azerbaijan has purchased 
a huge fleet of Israeli-made drones and 
loitering munitions, and even started the local 
manufacturing of some high-tech models. 


The Turkish-made Baykar Defence Bairaktar 
TB2 armed, medium-altitude, long-endurance 
(MALE) drone played a key role in the early 


days of the TU EET Azerbaijani forces used 

it to deliver precise strikes against a significant 
number of the Nagorno-Karabakh Defence 
Forces' (NKDF) mobile SAM systems on 

the front line. The principal weapon in these 
attacks was the Roketsan MAM-L 22kg laser- 
guided bomb, which has a range of up to 8km 
(extendable to 14km when using an INS/GPS 
package). The laser-guided 8.5kg MAM-C was 
also used by the Bairaktar TB2, from a range of 
up to 8km when dropped from high altitude. 

The drones proved largely undetectable to the 
old-generation radars of the SAM systems, due 
to a relatively-low radar cross-section (RCS), 
allied to smart tactics and electronic jamming 
(created by ground-based EW systems such as 
the Turkish-made Aselsan KORAL). 

Flying above 16,000ft, the Bairaktar TB2s 
dropped their laser-guided bombs from a 
height beyond the reach of small-calibre anti- 
aircraft artillery (AAA) and shoulder-launched 
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The Su-25K crash site near Vardenis, Armenia. There 
has been no independent confirmation on the cause 
of this Armenian Air Force loss Armenian MoD 
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Above: A notable use of the Azerbaijani armed UASs was to counter Armenian tactical ballistic missiles 
preparing to strike Azerbaijan. The Azerbaijani MoD released video (from the sensors) and the Armenian 
MoD also acknowledged the loss of one Scud transport-erector-launcher unit on October 4 Baykar Defence 

Below: The massed use of the armed Turkish-made Bairaktar TB2 drones, complemented by Israeli- 
made loitering munitions, has proved highly effective Baykar Defence 


Pare 


two Russian-made Repellent-1 truck-mounted 
counter-UAS systems (combat video was 
released from both of these strikes, delivered 
on September 30 and October 9 respectively). 
These systems had been deployed to create 
datalink jamming in order to disrupt drone 
operations, so their failure was a serious blow 
to the NKDF's anti-drone capabilities. Their 
loss effectively allowed the Azerbaijani armed 
and surveillance drones to orbit undisturbed. 
The most common NKDF SAM system on 
the front-line is the Soviet-era 9K33 Osa-AKM 
(SA-8 Gecko), which is equipped with a search 
radar that works in the X-band. This appears 
to have failed to provide reliable detection 
of small- and medium-sized, slow-flying 
drones, even at shorter distances. The OSA- 
AKMs fielded by the NKDF are known to have 
undergone a minor upgrade by the Armenian 
defence industry, with the addition of a new 


SAMs. The Turkish-made drones also took out 


moving target selection capability and electro- 
optical (EO) target tracking system, as well 

as better signal processing, but the upgrades 
failed to endow the obsolete SAM system with 
an effective counter-UAS ability. 

The systematic and aggressive hunt for NKDF 
GBAD began on September 27 and saw the 
destruction of no fewer than 10 9K33 Osa- 
AKM and 9K35 Strela-10M2 (SA-13 Gopher) 
systems, plus at least one P-18 (Spoon Rest D) 
2D early warning radar in the first four days of 
the conflict. As of October 23, the frontline air 
defences had lost as many as eight Osa-AKM, 
three Strela-10M2 and one 1532 Krug (SA-4 
Ganef) SAM systems. 

In addition, attacks were mounted against at 
least three Armenian S-300PS/PT-1 (SA-10de 
Grumble) positions between September 29 and 
October 10. This saw the complete destruction 
of two ST-68U/UM target search radars, one 
5P85S missile launcher unit and one 5N63S 
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The Bairaktar TB2's use as the principal attack drone in the conflict was among the tactical surprises sprung by 


the Azerbaijani military, which deployed multiple high-tech systems for contactless combat Baykar Defence 


(NATO Flat Lid) targeting and missile guidance 
radar. One of the attacked positions was in 
Armenia and two more were in Nagorno- 
Karabakh, where the systems had been 
deployed at the start of the war to protect the 
capital, Stepanakert. 

An S-125 Neva (NATO SA-3 Goa) short-range 
fixed SAM system, stationed near Stepanakert, 
was also neutralised by a Harop, with video 
footage released by the Azerbaijani MoD. 

The formidable use of the Bairaktar TB2s to 
deliver a lethal impact with ease and impunity 
against the NKDF SAM systems suggests that 
the complex and dangerous DEAD operation 
was most likely conducted by Turkish crews 
with expertise gained in real-world combat. 
The Azerbaijani military is known to have taken 
on the Turkish drones shortly before the war, 
but had insufficient time to properly train its 
own operators. 

The wide use of antiquated Antonov An-2 
biplanes by the Azerbaijani forces, especially 
in the first week of the conflict, proved to be 
another innovation in its DEAD effort. The 
NKDF released numerous combat videos 
showing white-painted An-2s taking SAM hits 
on the frontline and displaying their wreckage 
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on the ground. Initially it was baffling why 
these slow-speed biplanes had been sent on 
suicide missions, but later it became clear that 
the An-2s, locally converted into drones, were 
being flown as decoys to trigger a reaction 
from the NKDF air defences. This allowed the 
Azerbaijani forces to pinpoint the positions of 
SAM systems (located by ISR UASs circling 
overhead) for subsequent engagement by 
armed drones or loitering munitions. 

On some occasions the unmanned An-2s 
were also used as makeshift strike drones, 
carrying two to four 250-kg high-explosive 
bombs. Unexploded munitions were found 
amidst the wreckage of a downed An-2 for 
the first time on October 17. As of October 26, 
seven or eight An-2s were reported as having 
been gunned down by the NKDF air defences. 

One important lesson learnt by the 
Azerbaijani military planners from previous 
conflicts over the past 15 years is that legacy 
combat aircraft, when pitted against multiple 
GBAD systems - especially the Osa-AKM and 
the shoulder-launched Igla (SA-18 Grouse) 
SAMs, that use heat-seeking guidance, along 
with small-calibre AAA - could be increasingly 
vulnerable in low-level operations to strike 
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ground targets. As a result, the latest war 

in Nagorno-Karabakh saw very limited use 

of Azerbaijani Air Force combat jets and 

attack helicopters in close air support (CAS) 
and battlefield air interdiction (BAI) roles. 
Azerbaijani attack helicopters, Mi-24/35M 
Hinds, were not seen in action until October 5. 
Then video footage showed helicopters flying 
at ultra-low level and unleashing 80mm rockets 
while climbing, a tactic used to hit areas, rather 
than precise targets, from safe distances of 

up to 6km - beyond the lethal range of small- 
calibre AAAs and shoulder-launched SAMs. 
There is no credible evidence yet of the 
Azerbaijani Air Force using its 33 Sukhoi Su-25 
Frogfoot attack aircraft, despite claims by the 
NKDF that it had shot down some of them. 


Hunting for NKDF 

The NKDF suffered such great losses due to 

the strike and ISR drones that the Azerbaijani 

military has been able to redeploy the drone 

force to support its ground troops in their rolling 

offensive against fortified enemy defensive lines. 
After destroying the majority of the NKDF's 

mobile SAM inventory on the frontline in the 

first three days of fighting, the Azerbaijani 


Above: This Wescam CMX15D EO/IR payload was 
recovered from the Bairaktar TB2 that was gunned 
down on October 19 or 20. It had only 31 hours logged 
after its installation on the drone NKDF Above left: A 
NKDF air defence gunner posing with a ready-to-use 
Igla (SA-18 Grouse) shoulder-launched SAM with 
heat-seeking guidance, usable against air targets 
flying at an altitude of up to 8,200ft Armenian MoD 
Left: The remains of a Bairaktar TB2 gunned down 

by the NKDF on October 19 or 20 NKDF 
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The Azerbaijani military fields an impressive inventory of 
high-tech UASs for surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) 
and attack applications, delivering air capabilities well 
beyond those of its modest aircraft fleet. The total fleet is 
estimated to number at least 300 units. 

There is no credible information, however, about the 
strength of the newly-acquired Bairaktar TB2 fleet, the key 
weapon in the Nagorno-Karabakh air campaign. 

The UAS fleet used for ISR purposes is entirely Israeli- 
made, including Elbit Systems’ Hermes 900 and Israel 
Aerospace Industries’ Heron, backed up by the Hermes 
450 and Searcher Mk 2, which fall into the Tactical UAS 
class. Azerbaijan's inventory in this class also includes 
Aeronautics Defence Systems’ Aerostar, Orbiter 2M, Orbiter 

Е 3 and Orbiter 4 - assembled by the Azad Systems joint 
= venture between Aeronautics and the Azerbaijani Defence 
Industry Ministry. The ministry also has small-size tactical 
& За drones, including Blue Bird Aero Systems" Thunder В апа 
| Elbit Systems’ Skylark 3. 
The country’s loitering munitions inventory mainly 
* \ consists of Israel Aerospace Industries’ Harop, which boasts 
5 up to six hours of flying time, a range of up to 1,000km and 
РА а 23kg warhead. Guidance is either via the emissions of 
Y е 2—2 сү \ ће target radar or by man-in-the loop, where the operator 
identifies the target using EO/IR sensors. 

Other loitering munitions fielded by the Azerbaijani 
military include Elbit Systems’ SkyStriker, powered by an 
electric motor, which has a maximum two-hour flight time 
and carries a warhead of up to 10kg. Azerbaijan's own Azad 

{ Systems assembles the Orbiter 1K under the local name 
of Zerbe. This suicide drone, also powered by an electric 


| eL. JS „> | motor, has a flight endurance of up to 2.5 hours and can 
os "Y = == -> шл >) carry a 3kg warhead. 

Above: A still from official Azerbaijani MoD video footage showing the launch 
of a Harop loitering munition Azerbaijani MoD Below: A NKDF T-72 MBT hit from 
the air and subsequently captured by the Azerbaijani forces Azerbaijani MoD 
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Above: A NKDF T-72B MBT supposedly well-hidden in a deep trench in Jabrayil area, but still vulnerable to 
attacks from above. It took a Harop hit at the rear of the hull Azerbaijani MoD Right: The Azerbaijani Mi-24/35M 
Hind fleet was observed in the combat zone for the first time on October 5. Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliev is 
seen here visiting a unit operating newly-delivered Mi-35Ms and Mi-17V-5s Azerbaijani Presidency Office 


high-tech drone force, backed up by loitering 
munitions, began to target the NKDF's heavy 
weapons on the battlefield. The drones 
knocked-out field artillery pieces, multiple- 
launch rocket systems (MLRS), main battle 
tanks (MBTs), infantry combat vehicles (IFV), 
ammunition storage and fuel depots, and 
trucks in resupply convoys. 

This was not enough to achieve rapid 
Blitzkrieg-style gains against the well-prepared 
NKDF positions, but the Azerbaijani forces 
eventually penetrated defensive lines in the 
southern sector of the conflict to reclaim 
important territories. These seized lands will 
give the Azerbaijani government a powerful 
negotiating position in any peace talks 
brokered after the end of the conflict. 

By October 20, the Azerbaijan troops had 
continued their rapid advance in the southern 
sector and reached the border with Armenia. 
Two days later the offensive turned to the 
north to cut off the Lachin corridor, the lifeline 
between Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia. 
Armoured units got within 7km of the corridor, 
before being driven back by NKDF forces, 
which shelled the Azerbaijani battalion with 
MRPLs. The battalion suffered heavy losses 
and retreated. This has reduced pressure on 
the Lachin corridor and allowed the NKDF to 
establish defensive lines in the mountain areas, 
in order to stabilise its frontline and stall the 
enemy offensive. 

On the ground, the Azerbaijani forces have 


я 


relied heavily on surgical strikes with truck- 
mounted Israeli-made Spike NLOS guided 
missiles to support its advance. Unleashed 
from distances of up to 25km, the laser-guided 
missiles receive target co-ordinates from 
drones orbiting above NKDF positions. These 
strikes were supplemented by Spike NLOS 
launches using man-in-the-loop guidance. 


Tactical failings 
Analysis of several combat videos released 
by the Azerbaijani MoD reveal a lack of any 
serious effort by NKDF targets to camouflage or 
conceal either their positions or heavy weapons. 
Most of the targets were easily identifiable from 
the air at long distances - at least in the first 
two weeks of the conflict - rendering them easy 
prey for the Azerbaijani air and land assaults. 
The NKDF also proved ill-prepared to counter 
commonly used laser-guided air- and land- 
launched munitions fired at its heavy 
weapons. There was little sign 
of even simple self-protection 
equipment such as smoke 
grenades or laser- 
warning systems (LWS) 
that detect, categorise 
and pinpoint laser 
sources such as 
rangefinders, target 
designators, beam 
riders and infrared 
pointers. 


Above: The Azerbaijani Air Force Su-25 fleet, numbering 33 aircraft, was most likely not used to support the 
ground offensive in Nagorno-Karabakh Alexander Mladenov Above right: This is the second SkyLark 3 UAS shot 
down by the NKDF air defences, shown to the public on October 27 Armenian MoD Right: In a contract with the 
Armenian TBM inventory of Elbrus and Tochka-U systems, the four newly-delivered Su-30SMs were kept out 
of action in the first four weeks of the conflict Armenian Prime Minister Press Office 
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The lack of LWS and smoke grenade 
launchers - despite multiple indications 
that the Azerbaijani forces had purchased 
huge quantities of laser-guided weapons - 
represents a huge oversight, which has led to 
the loss of hundreds of NKDF MBTs, MLRSs, 
SAMs, IFVs, self-propelled and towed 
artillery pieces, as well as trucks transporting 
supplies and troops. The heavy weapons 
were sitting ducks for the armed drones and 
ground-launched, laser-guided missiles. 

Despite this, the surviving NKDF air 
defences, mainly Osa-AKMs, small- 
calibre AAA and shoulder-launched SAMs, 
continued to inflict losses on the Azerbaijani 
drone force. The first confirmed high-value 
target shot down in the war was a Bairaktar 
TB2 armed drone, which had an almost 
intact Wescam CMX15D EO/IR payload and 
unexploded MAM-L guided bombs. 

A couple of days, later the Armenian 


2 а. MoD claimed it had shot down 


a second Bairaktar TB2, 
although it is likely that the 
wreckage was of the first 
downed drone. 
Confirmed NKDF 
kills by October 26 
also included 13 
Harops (plus a further 
one shot down in 
Iranian airspace 
on October 13), one 
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Aerostar, one Orbiter-3, one Orbiter-1K and two 
Skylark 3s (SkyStrikers). 

The NKDF has also employed UASs for 
surveillance and reconnaissance purposes, 
but to a much lesser extent. At least one 
Armenian-made X-55 drone was reported 
lost to enemy fire on October 12, followed by 
another unidentified model on October 14 and 
two quad-copters that were being used for 
close-up reconnaissance. 

As of October 26, the NKDF said it had lost 
about 900 servicemen (observers consider this 
to be a conservative estimate, with the real 
figure thought to be in excess of 1,000), while 
Azerbaijan has been reluctant to release its 
own death toll. Both militaries have suffered 
huge loss of hardware such as tanks, artillery 
pieces, MLRS and infantry fighting vehicles. 

As we went to press, despite multiple 
Russian- and US-brokered attempts to impose 
a ceasefire, fighting continues, with Azerbaijani 
President Ilham Aliev still confident that the 
conflict can be resolved through military force. 


The list of lessons learned from this bloody and 
intensely-fought war should perhaps begin with 
the conclusion that today's UAS technology 
enables its wider and more effective use ina 
variety of battlefield missions. However, this 
game-changing role is only possible after 
suppressing or destroying enemy air defences. 
It may have been a different story in Nagorno- 
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taking a hit on October 10, most likely delivered by a Spike 
^ L P 


Karabakh if the Azerbaijani forces had faced 

a more potent defence than legacy GBAD 
systems. A well-known weakness of drones 
used for strike and ISR applications is their 
vulnerability to electronic attacks that disrupt 
the datalinks used for both air vehicle and 
armament control, as well as the live video feeds 
to ground control stations. 

However, it is highly likely that other nations 
around the world will invest heavily in the 
development and procurement of even more 
capable armed drones and loitering munitions. 
This hardware can be bought in volume at 
relatively affordable prices to fulfil the roles 
previously played by manned combat jets and 
helicopters. In turn, this will trigger militaries 
to invest heavily in developing and fielding 
new-generation counter-UAS systems and 
more capable GBAD systems to deal with the 
rapidly growing drone threat. The list of must- 
have features includes better radars to detect 
and track low-RCS targets, complemented 
by EO/IR sensors to enable detection and 
tracking over extended ranges, in addition 
to small-size inexpensive SAMs purpose- 
designed to gun down drones. Other new and 
promising technologies to deal with attack 
and ISR drones include ground-based laser 
systems for blinding their EO/IR payloads. 
Finally, a systematic counter-UAS approach 
also requires centralised command-and- 
control facilities able to process radar and EO/ 
IR information on detected drone swarms and 
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then conduct prompt target distribution to any 
SAM, AAA and EW systems in the area. 

The big question is whether the costs of 
counter-UAS technologies outweigh the 
price of a large fleet of affordable strike and 
ISR drones. Moreover, will the proliferation 
of counter-UAS weapons lead to significant 
price reductions, so they become affordable 
to nations with modest defence budgets. As 
of now, it seems that armed drones are going 
to be a much cheaper alternative for budget- 
strapped nations that have to choose between 
manned strike/multi-role fighters and bomb/ 
missile-toting Tactical/MALE-class drones. 

It should also be noted that the Armenian 
MoD and NKDF leadership have committed 
a serious mistake by failing to recognise the 
importance of the Azerbaijani newly-gained 
capability to wage high-tech war. This massed 
use of strike/ISR drones using laser-guided 
munitions, complemented by a huge fleet of 
loitering munitions, land-based cruise missiles, 
ballistic missiles and rockets, and the offensive 
tactics used in Nagorno-Karabakh were 
borrowed from the combat-hardened Turkish 
military, while the Armenians are waging 
yesterday’s war. 

It remains to be seen whether the 
Azerbaijani's tactical and operational 
successes due to UASs and loitering munitions 
will lead to victory in the conflict, or be 
relegated to an isolated case of the smart use 
of air war technology and tactics. 
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International powers are jostling for influence and 
control in the strategically important Horn of Africa e ОП 
amid the ongoing war on terror, writes Al J Venter 
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omalia has hit the headlines for all the 
S reasons over the past three 

decades, with civil war, insurrection, 
Islamic terror groups and piracy occupying 
front pages of the press. But the country's 
strategic location in the Horn of Africa has 
drawn other powers to this failed state, with air 
operations high on the agenda. 

As Washington's Jamestown Foundation 
recently declared, the battle for access and 
influence in the Horn of Africa is intensifying 
as the Gulf states, Turkey and China race to 
secure footholds. At the same time, rivalries 
between Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Qatar and Turkey are shaping how 
these nations interact with state and non-state 
actors in the Horn. 

More to the point, over the last five years, the 
battle between external powers for influence 
in — and access to — the Horn of Africa has 
intensified with a succession of minor air 
forces deployed into places that most of us 
have never heard of. 

These include Baledogle, about 100km 
northwest of Mogadishu, which was formerly 
the largest Soviet air base along the entire 
Indian Ocean coastline. The base had been 
a major air staging centre intended to rival 
America's strategic Diego Garcia facility. 
Today it is run from Langley, Virginia, as a 
major US operations centre in the war against 
the al-Shabaab terror group. 


American involvement in all these 
African wars is manifest - a USAF 
plane unloads at the Agadez 

drone base in the Niger Republic 


Both motivated and reasonably efficient by 
African standards, al-Shabaab is reckoned 
by CIA analysts to have between 7,000 and 
10,000 combatants in a region encompassed 
by Ethiopia and Sudan in the north and Kenya 
to the south. Alongside Nigeria's Boko Haram 
terror group, the two terror movements are 
regarded by British and American security 
strategists to be among the most effective 
insurgent groups on the continent. 

Indeed, as reported in a previous issue of 
AFM, Somali Jihadists are today playing a 
major role in several African insurrections, the 
most prominent being in Mozambique, though 
their influence extends to Kenya, Uganda, 
Tanzania and the Republic of the Congo. 


Military base under siege 
Bolstered by dissident Islamic State cadres 
forced out of Iraq and Syria, al-Shabaab's 
efforts to dislodge Western security interests in 
Somalia remains constant and the US air base 
at Baledogle remains under constant threat. 
The last major attack (that we know about) took 
place in September last year. One consequence 
was that Washington awarded a $12m contract 
for 'emergency runway repairs' at Baledogle, 
mainly because the air base had fallen into 
serious disrepair. 

Security is extremely tight at Camp 
Baledogle, which is used as a launch site 
for US drones and serves as a base for 


This al-Shabaab photo shows its soldiers on 5 
parade with RPG7s in the Somali interior ~ 
All images by Al J Venter unless stated 
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Counter-terrorism in Somalia 


AUS Air Force C-130 approaching 
Mogadishu at dawn during the 
Operation Restore Hope 


American Special Forces, according to 
foreign intelligence sources. As with a second 
American drone base at Kismayo in the south 
of Somalia, the scope of Baledogle's 
day-to-day operations - which include 
helicopter sorties - falls under the US Joint 
Special Operations Command. Very little 

is known about either facility, except that 
Baledogle hosts American war planes, the 
runway is asphalt and is 3,076m long. 

The attack on the base last September 
- concurrent with another in Mogadishu, the 
Somali capital - was extremely well planned; 
it had to be because the region is largely 
arid, flat and featureless from one horizon 
to the next. 

This was immediately apparent when | 
spent a week with American forces stationed 
there during Operation Restore Hope in the 
early 1990s. | was struck by the sameness of 
the rural environment in the Lower Shabelle 
region, where al-Shabaab is most active. 


Suicide attackers 

While operating from Baledogle in Black 
Hawks, | was made aware that anybody 
attempting to approach the base would be 
spotted from the airport control tower (or by 
drones) when still dozens of miles away. 

Yet in the most recent attack, the insurgents 
managed to infiltrate up to the camp gates 
where they detonated a quarter-ton suicide 
bomb before sending in their fighters. 

They were repelled by a combined American 
and Somali force, the latter associated with 
the crack Somali Danab Commando unit that 
trains its new recruits at the base. 

An interesting aside is that a major 
Washington-based security group has been 
linked to several Somali operations, including 
security at both Baledogle and the equally 
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sensitive Bosaso air base in Puntland. 

The military air base on the outskirts of 
Bosaso, one of the largest harbours in the Re 
Sea after Djibouti, remains a vital adjunct to 
security in a region half the size of France. 

Lying 1,000km northeast of Baledogle, in 
the semi-autonomous Puntland, the origins 
and actual role of the Bosaso base remain 
obscure, except that the facility is financed by 
the United Arab Emirates and complements 
American-led security facilities in Djibouti. 
The Bosaso base also plays a major role in 
intercepting Jihadist infiltration from Yemen. 


No welcome for Westerners 
Outside visitors, especially the media, are not 
welcome in the region. In fact, any Westerner 
entering the region without appropriate 
authority would be arrested or even killed 

by one of several indigenous war lords who 
dominate the region, the majority of whom 
previously had interests in pirating passing 
shipping traffic. 

More salient is the fact that several other 
countries have recognised the importance 
of the region. A recent report in the Financial 
Times declared: “The race for bases and ports 
in the Horn of Africa is on.” 

The breakaway Puntland region (it does not 
recognise Somalia's central government in 
Mogadishu) is somewhat different from other 
Western-orientated establishments in Africa's 
Horn. For a start, it falls under the command 
of the Puntland Maritime Police Force (PMPF) 
which handles security in the region and was 
established after the Puntland administration 
in 2010 passed Somalia's first anti-piracy law. 
Unfortunately, only 500-strong and with a 
coastline of roughly 700 kilometres, its options 
are constrained. 

Initially, more than a decade ago, the 


One of several US-supplied 
Ayres S2R-T Thrush crop 
dusters armed with Gatlings 
taking off from Bosaso 


United Arab Emirates hired a group of South 
African mercenaries who arrived with a lone 
Aérospatiale Alouette 111 helicopter gunship to 
establish a security perimeter around Bosaso 
and fly patrols throughout the region. 

They have since all returned home and an 
Australian para-military unit is now in control. 

Additionally, while American interest 
had been cursory in the past, with several 
US-supplied Ayres S2R-T Thrush crop dusters 
operating from the Bosaso base, Washington 
now has a vested interest in maintaining the 
anti-terror status quo. 

Small but versatile, the S2R-T Thrushes 
were customarily armed with four-barrelled 
mini-guns, capable of firing 4,000rpm, as well 
as US-supplied under-wing, air-to-ground 
rockets. Adapted for close air support and 
labelled ‘Vigilantes’, the aircraft were originally 
developed for anti-narcotic crop-spraying roles 
in Colombia; all done at the behest of the US 
Department of State. 

Obviously, the machines have served as a 
useful adjunct to the limited airborne capability 
of the PMPF, but they proved hardly adequate 
in combating terrorism in one of the most 
volatile regions on the planet. 

There was also a pair of Russian-built Mi-17 
helicopters with upgraded 2,500hp engines 
that called at Bosaso from Djibouti roughly 
once a week. 


Somali troops crowd the lone 
Alouette helicopter in the 
country’s northeast region 
Roelf van Heerden 


Alouette gunship in Somalia’s 
Puntland targets pirate 
Suspects . = 


® * 


er 


Former South African Air Force 
helicopter gunship pilot Arthur. 
Walker prepares his Alouette 
gunship for action 


Counter-terrorism in Somalia 


These ‘Hips’ were modified to include 
Western avionics, which was a first for the 
Russian helicopter and included its original 
clamshell rear doors being removed and a 
ramp installed. 

This was in line with what was originally 
sported by the French-built Super Frelon 
helicopter, to allow for heavy automatic 
weapons to be fired out of the rear. 

When in the Bosaso area, the Mi-17s trained 
at the same shooting range as the PMPF 
helicopter; the facility lies a short distance 
from the military base. 

Clearly linked to CIA clandestine ops, the 
Americans involved with these aircraft had no 
contact whatsoever with those linked to the 
PMPF or the mercenaries. Instead, they dealt 
exclusively with senior military officers within 
the Puntland government whenever they 
touched down at Bosaso. 

Nor were any photos allowed anywhere near 
the helicopters or of their crews, although it 
was known that until recently, one of their 
pilots was a woman. 

Curiously, despite the armed presence of 


Aerial view of a US helicopter 
as it flies over a Mogadishu 
residential area during 
Operation Restore Hope 
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both American aircraft and the mercenary 
force, security in this coastal enclave has 
never been as cut and dried as might have 
been expected. 

Everybody at the air base - and by inference, 
the Puntland authorities as well - were aware 
that radical Islamic guerrillas active in the 
region had an operational camp situated about 
20km from Bosaso. Aviators based at Bosaso 
asked several times for permission to launch — 
a strike, but each time the matter was referred — f 
to the president. The answer that came back 
each time was specific: do nothing! 


Flashback to American forces 
at Baledogle air base during 
Operation Restore Hope in 
1993 


Mountain hideouts 
Apparently, not much changed; the guerrillas 
remained well-established in the foothills of 
Puntland's Golis Mountains, which fringe this 
stretch of the northwest Indian Ocean adjacent 
to the Red Sea. The Islamic militants regularly 
fired on approaching aircraft and helicopters, 
although a more recent report suggests US 
drones have quelled this activity. 

That said, insurgents intent on travelling from 
Yemen have a relatively easy trip. They usually 
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arrive at night on a journey of a little more 
than 200km, often sailing in small, motorised 
'Go-For' boats (similar to those used by drug 
smugglers in the Caribbean). Additionally, 
hundreds of Arab dhows that cross the narrow 
strait at the southern end of the Red Sea 
usually attract little security interest. 

Once dropped ashore near Bosaso, the 
rebels take refuge in the mountain ranges 
close to the coast where there is both water 
and isolated hideaways. 

Western intelligence experts regard the 
region as extremely volatile and dangerous, 
and with good reason. 

The Golis Mountains are ideally situated 
for use by insurgents as a secure base for 
moving weapons, explosives and other military 
hardware needed by al-Shabaab cadres in 
their war against the authorities and African 
Union (AU) forces in and around Mogadishu. 
This is underscored by caches of weapons 
uncovered by search crews operating out of 
the Bosaso air base. Confiscated armaments 
include heavy machine guns, mortars and 
thousands of regular squad weapons and 
RPG-7 variants. 

Also, it says a lot that explosives used in 
virtually all of the suicide bombs detonated 
in Mogadishu over the past decade (and in 
the 2013 Nairobi supermarket attack where 
71 people were killed) had their origins in 
Puntland. From there, the explosives were 


Pilot Neall Ellis in his 
gunship over Bosaso 
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transported southwards by road (a distance of 
almost 1,500km). How the bombers managed 
to pass through dozens of roadblocks 

along the route is another matter, although 
fundamental Islam may hold an explanation. 


Drone unit 

The most important Western security facility in 
the entire region that stretches across Ethiopia, 
Somalia, Eritrea and the Yemeni interior is the 
Chabelley drone base in Djibouti. Originally 
centred in Djibouti itself, security measures 
resulted in it being moved a dozen kilometres 
into the desert interior, one of the harshest 
environments on the planet. 

Originally established in 2013, Chabelley 
was intended to have a two-year operational 
life, but a year later the United States Africa 
Command reclassified Chabelley as, what it 
termed, an 'Enduring Support Location' with 
a life expectancy of up to a decade, because 
of Jihadist terror upsurges in both Somalia 
and Yemen. 

The drone unit forms part of the USAF 726th 
and 776th Expeditionary Air Base and is under 
the leadership of its commander, Stephen 
Townsend, who uses the former French 
Foreign Legion base at Camp Lemonnier 
in Djibouti as his main headquarters. There 
was talk in Washington last year of possibly 
winding down some of these assets, but that 
has since been countermanded. 


USAF transport 
aircraft at Mogadishu 


The US Navy's $110m budget to run the 
operation continues, with an additional $28m 
awarded to enhance security. An Italian 
consortium headed by the Sicilian, Giuseppe 
Leonardi, was given the job of refurbishing 
hangars and runways at Chabelley airfield 
over the past two years in a $10m contract. 
The work allows for the wider use and 
dispersal of US drones. 


Weapons list 

As with the rest of the region, Ethiopia remains 
a vital element in what is going on in the Horn 
of Africa today. France entered the picture here 
early last year following the visit of President 
Emmanuel Macron. Paris was asked to help 
strengthen the Ethiopian Air Force, with a 
massive three-page 'shopping list' passed to 
the French. 

The list included 12 Rafale and Mirage 2000 
fighter jets, 18 helicopters (including Tigre 
HAP/HCP gunships) and a pair of Airbus A400 
military transport aircraft. Additionally, Addis 
Ababa asked for ten Dassault drones, related 
electronic jamming systems, plus more than 
two dozen M51 medium-range missiles. 

One report spoke of nuclear warheads for the 
missiles, whose range is 6,000km, but both 
nations know this is illegal, and it has been 
confirmed that Germany's Grob Aircraft will 
supply a second consignment of six G 120TP 
turboprop trainers to Ethiopia's air force. 


Patrolling the vast empty stretches of 
Somali coastline south of Mogadishu 
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ў п September 30, 2018, the 

О Royal Navy retired from 
service its last remaining 

Westland Sea King Airborne 
Surveillance and Control Mark 
7 (ASaC7). The helicopter had 
enjoyed an illustrious career 
fulfilling many vital roles for both 
the Royal Navy and NATO. One 
of the most specialised aircraft in 
service, the Sea King ASaC7 and 
those who operated it remained 
out of the limelight throughout its 
operational career, because it was 
such a prized and secretive asset. 

As a new era of airborne 
surveillance and control beckons 
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Westland Sea King 


for the Royal Navy and Fleet Air 
Arm, using Leonardo Helicopters’ 
Merlin HM2s equipped with the 
Crowsnest system, it seems an 
appropriate time to assess the 
vital role played by the Sea King 
ASaC7 with its aircrew from 849 
Naval Air-Squadron. 

Former Lieutenant Commander 
Mike Luscombe flew the Westland 
Sea King over a 33-year period, 
during which he clocked up 
more than 7,300 hours on many 
different variants. As he prepared 
for his final Sea King flight ahead 
of the helicopter's retirement, he 
summed up his feelings. 


"| have had so many memorable 
moments flying the Sea King," 
recalled Luscombe."These include 
returning the last two aircraft from 
Afghanistan (Operation Herrick) 
as the Detachment Commander 
(DetCo) in 2014, and ditching 
a Mark 5 from 814 Squadron in 
the sea 150 miles (240kms) off 
Bermuda, while operating aboard 
HMS /nvincible (R05) in October 
1989. On that flight, we lost all the 
oil from the gearbox at around 
5,000 feet and were descending 
close to 2,000 feet per minute. 

"| managed to put the helicopter 
down on to the water, lifted again 


so the guys could get out, 

moving off and landing. We all got 
out before the aircraft turned over 
and sank." 

Luscombe made his debut flight 
in a Sea King on August 5, 1985, 
and he was never away from the 
aircraft for more than six months 
at a time. "Not much changed over 
that period, although our missions 
were a lot longer then,” he 
explained. "We'd often complete 
a double mission, comprising 
2% hours active dipping with the 
sonar out or passive, then back to 
the ship to refuel, before another 
2¥2-hours. That way, we always 
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had two aircraft airborne at the 
same time.” 

Even as the helicopter was 
updated and revamped, the view 
from the pilot's seat didn't change 
much. "Only a few instruments 
had been modernised. Flying it 
was exactly the same; it was like 
a comfortable slipper. I'm going to 
miss her intensely," he said. 
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- speaks to the pilots and crew of 
“the Royal Navy's retired Westland Sea King 


ASaC7; a helicopter that carved a place т 
their hearts and in British military history 


After 49 years of service in 
some of the world’s harshest 
environments, the UK Ministry 
of Defence (MoD) finally called 
time on the UK's last operational 
military Westland (now Leonardo 
Helicopters) Sea King helicopters 
serving with 849 NAS at Royal 
Naval Air Station Culdrose near 
Helston, Cornwall. Four days 
prior to their service withdrawal, 
three of the four remaining Sea 
King ASaC7s departed Culdrose 
on September 26, 2018, for HMS 
Sultan in Hampshire, their final 
resting place. A fourth aircraft 
would later follow them by road. 


To recognise the role that this 
very special aircraft played in 
many operational conflicts; two of 
them (ZA126 "1917 and ZE420 '189') 
completed a three-hour farewell 
tour of the skies around Cornwall 
and Devon on September 19, 2018. 

Commander Chris Hughes, 
former 849 NAS Commanding 
Officer, was the junior officer on 
the squadron that brought the Sea 
King ASaC7 into service in 2002, 
and was the squadron's senior 
officer when the aircraft retired. 
"There just aren't many aircraft 
like her,” he said. "It's as close to 
pure flying as there is; dials and 


maps and no glass cockpit in the 
front. But down the back it is an 
entirely different game, with state- 
of-the art surveillance technology. 
It was the ageing platform that let 
the overall package down, not the 
equipment inside. 

“It's very emotional seeing her 
9o, but it is now time to look 
forward to the Merlin, which is a 
modern platform." 

During the helicopters' final 
emotional flight around southwest 
England, large numbers of 
onlookers turned out in the 
communities and stations that had 
assisted and supported 849 NAS 
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Two 849 NAS Sea King ASaC7s 
returning to their home base at RNAS 
Culdrose, following their successful 
farewell tour around Cornwall and 
Devon on September 19, 2020 


Three of the final four 849 NAS 
Sea King ASaC7s departed RNAS 
Culdrose on September 26, 2018 
for HMS Sultan in Hampshire, 
their final resting place 


The rarely-photographed 
rear cabin of a Sea King 


ASaC7, where two naval 
observers would work side- 
by-side behind touchscreen 
mission consoles 
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Westland Sea King 


during its many years of training. 
Aircrew noted that, given that 

it was a surveillance asset that 
completed its job on the horizon, 
out of sight and out of mind, it 
was great to see so many people 
coming out to say goodbye. 


The Sea King ASaC7 was 
affectionately known as the 
'Bagger' due to the large grey 
radome 'bucket' carried on its 
starboard (right) side, which 
contained the potent Thales UK 
Searchwater 2000 radar used to 
detect surface and air targets. 

The aircraft can chart its 
development to the 1980s, when 
the Sea King Airborne Early 
Warning (AEW) Mark 2 helicopter 
was rushed into service to meet 
naval requirements for an AEW 
capability, following the loss of a 
number of surface ships to enemy 
aircraft during the 1982 Falklands 
conflict. GKN Westland and Racal 
Radar Defence Systems (now part 
of Thales UK) initially modified 
13 Mark 2s under the Cerberus 
Mission System upgrade from 
1997, eventually re-designating 
the helicopter as the Mark 7. Two 
further Mark 6 variant helicopters 
were later modified to Mark 7 
standard following the loss of two 
aircraft in theatre. 
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, participated in a carrier-based exercise 7 
with Royal Hawk Т1А$ ой, Zana STi. ee 


‚а, 


There were many poignant moments as the Sea King ASaC7’s retirement approached. The crew gathering together 
at the end of their final tour around Cornwall in September 2018 was particularly moving for everyone involved 


The first two Mark 7s were 
delivered to the Royal Navy in 
May 2002, with the order 
completed by 2004. Until its 
retirement, the aircraft had been 
the Royal Navy's 'eye in the sky' 
since 2003, searching for aerial 
threats to the fleet or suspicious 
movements on the ground, in 
support of land forces. 

Unique in all respects, the Sea 
King ASAC7 was also the only 
UK support helicopter to operate 
with a single pilot. Two highly 
specialised Royal Navy observers 
were seated side-by-side in the 


rear cabin behind two touchscreen 


le - Im E LU N "т, 
Two 849 NAS Sea King ASaC7s over, # 
= 


Cornwall’s southwest coast having 


based gt Uu Culdios ae 


ET 


mission consoles. The Sea King 
AEW2 flew initially with two pilots, 
but this was reduced to one to 
lower the aircraft's weight. 

Three Culdrose-based squadrons 
shared responsibility for the Sea 
King ASaC7, from its service 
introduction in 2002 through 
to December 2014, when the 
Sea King ASaC Force returned 
from operations in Afghanistan. 
The three units were 849 NAS, 
the training squadron, plus two 
frontline squadrons, 854 and 857 
NAS. During 2015, 854 and 857 
merged into 849 NAS, which took 
on their frontline duties. 


From January 2016 until 
the aircraft's withdrawal, 849 
NAS comprised three frontline 
flights: Normandy, Okinawa and 
Palembang, which effectively 
shared the final Sea King ASaC7s. 


The step-change in the aircraft's 
capability occurred during 
development, when aircrew 
realised the radar was capable 

of detecting movement in all 
environments: sea, coastal, inland 
and littoral. Deployed on board 
HMS Ark Royal (R07) for the first 
time during Operation Telic in 


Above: 
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Ап 849 NAS aircraft at low level near St Michael's Mount on Cornwall's southern coast z >. 


March 2003, the Sea King ASaC7 
and its highly-skilled crew were 
soon providing Navy Command 
with a significant enhancement 
in intelligence surveillance, target 
acquisition and reconnaissance 
(ISTAR) capability, completing 
missions previously the domain of 
much larger fixed-wing aircraft. 
The operational history of 849 is 
impressive, having successfully 
delivered in many conflicts. 
During its five-year Afghanistan 
mission - Operation Herrick 
from 2008 to July 2014 - the 
ASaC force operated around 
the clock, completed more than 
2,000 operational sorties and 
flew in excess of 9,000 hours in 
temperatures ranging between 
849 NAS displayed the Sea King 


ASaC7 for a final time at the 2018 
RNAS Yeovilton Air Show 
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-15°C and 55°C. The demands on 
aircrew during these missions, 
which often lasted between 37 
and 7 hours, was intense. 
Central to the aircraft's 
operational success in Afghanistan 
was its ability to build a ground 
picture of the ‘pattern of life’ over 
time using the aircraft's Ground 
Movement Target Indicator 
(GMTI) surveillance capability. 
Flying to the outer reaches of 
the operational target area at a 
speed of 90 knots (166km/h), the 
aircrew would use the aircraft's 
radar to record ground movements 
that could then be analysed. 
Identifying the absence of normal 
behaviour or the presence of 
abnormal behaviour would provide 


invaluable intelligence over time. 

When enemy units were 
detected, the helicopter's 
observers directed friendly air, 
sea or ground forces to intercept 
them. The information they fed 
back to ground forces led to the 
arrest of 150 suspected terrorists, 
as well as the seizure of 40 tonnes 
of narcotics and 172 tonnes of 
homemade explosives. 

As the coalition forces' 'eye in the 
sky', the accolades flowed. 
In October 2013, the US Regional 
Commander to Afghanistan at 
the time said: "There is no other 
GMTI asset available that can 
replicate the organic, wide-area 
responsiveness of SKASaC." 

A number of modifications 


were required to enable the 


helicopters to operate in the 
austere conditions encountered in 
Afghanistan. These included the 
introduction of Carson composite 
main rotor blades, a five- rather 
than six-bladed tail rotor, which 
improved lift, along with the 
addition of a sophisticated 
defensive aids suite (DAS). 

From August 2014, 849's final 
enduring operational commitment 
was Operation Kipion in the 
Middle East. The role was part 
of the UK commitment to the 
international maritime presence 
in the Persian Gulf and Indian 
Ocean to promote and maintain 
peace and stability in the region. 

Former Lieutenant Commander 


A Sea King ASaC7 of 857 NAS in 
Afghanistan. Towards the end of |. Л 
ASaC7's career, Operation Kipion ™ b, 4 É 
in the Persian Gulf and Indian | | 
Ocean was the enduring mission 
for 849 NAS from August 2014 
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With more than 10,000 hours per aircraft, 
engineers and avionics specialists 
worked incredibly hard to maintain 
the platform until the end of its service 
life. Here, they are shown preparing an 
aircraft during a deck-landing exercise 


Richard ‘Dicky’ Lewis, a senior 
849 NAS observer and instructor, 
confirmed why the Sea King 
ASaC7 was in a league of its 
own. “I have been in and around 
the 'Bagger' force since the 
early days of the Mk 2 and first 
experienced the Mk 7 as a Fleet 
Air Arm Reservist in late 2003," 
he explained. "Like all previous 
Mk 2 observers who had made 
the transition, | was massively 
impressed by the quantum leap in 
capability that Sea King ASaC had 
over the old Sea King 'Whiskey' 
(AEW). The familiar Sea King 
airframe may have been the same, 
but the radar and mission system 
were hugely upgraded." 

The most obvious improvement 
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was the Human Machine Interface 
(HMI), which had been designed 
by aircrew, for aircrew, said 

Lewis: "The superbly designed 
and brilliantly thought-out HMI 
allowed the observers to interact 
with radar, mission computers 
and other avionics with the fewest 
possible button pushes on the 
all-new interactive touchscreen 
control panels. Everything about 
operating the new mission system 
was intuitive; if you understood 
your mission task you could use 
the system!" 

He described the interaction 
between operator and machine 
as "almost seamless", which 
meant the SKASaC required only 
two mission system operators to 


Above: Two aircraft captured aboard 
RFA ‘Argus’ (A135) during deck training, 
following the aircraft's return from 
operations in the Middle East in 2014 


Engineers from 849 NAS at Culdrose prepare to secure one of their Sea 
Kings as a based Merlin HM2 from 824 NAS prepares to land behind it ~~ 
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"Another upgrade, and possibly 
the biggest game changer for 
the Mk 7, was the integration of 
Link 16 (a standardised military 
tactical data link system used by 
NATO and other coalition forces 
for transmitting and exchanging 
information in real-time)," said 
Lewis. This ability to interact 
digitally with both surveillance and 
fighter/strike platforms propelled 
the SKASaC into the theatre of 
battle space management. And 
with this increase in capability 
came the requirement for higher 
levels of training. 

“We would often conduct 
detachments to Europe to operate 
with fourth-generation fighters 
such as the French Rafale,” 
explained Lewis. "I recall an area 
defence training sortie conducted 
in French airspace, where the 
SKASaC was the sole airborne 
surveillance asset with eight 
Dassault Rafales under its control, 
against a mixed package of 22 
strike and escort adversaries. 
The Bagger was more than up for 
the challenge.” 

As the SKASaC approached the 
end of its operational life and its 
role was taken over by the newer 
and more capable Merlin HM2, 
‘Dicky’ Lewis bowed out of Royal 
Navy aviation with 34 years of 
experience and 5,000 flying hours 
under his belt. He said: "I look to 
the future; the Merlin ASaC has 
huge boots to fill." 


Tactical training 
The ASaC Force returned home to 
Culdrose in July 2014 to regenerate 
its maritime capabilities as it 
entered its final Sea King years. 
With no other specialist 
capability like the Sea King ASaC7 
available to the MoD, they focused 
heavily on both live and simulated 
tactical training. 


96 // December 2020 #393 


Wall's'southern coastline. - _ 


Above: A new era of Royal Navy ‘Baggers’ has arrived with the deployment of 
Leonardo’s Crowsnest-equipped Merlin HM2 AEW, seen here during a recent 


flight test. They will soon provide long-range surveillance, intelligence, air, 
maritime and land detection and tracking to Royal Navy ships and others 


Their ‘connectivity’ proved 

vital at home for surface ships 
going through their flag officer 
sea training (FOST) force 
generation; for other Culdrose- 
based helicopters (the Merlin 
HM2) and fixed-wing aircraft (the 
Hawk T1A), and especially for the 
UK's new aircraft carrier, HMS 
Queen Elizabeth (R08), which 


commenced sea trials in June 2017. 


The squadron also worked 
closely with principal warfare 
officers (PWOs) aboard Type 45 
destroyers and other fixed-wing 
aircraft, as the new Crowsnest 
radar system was introduced, and 
it participated in various virtual 


war-fighting exercises focused 
on the regeneration of the UK's 


maritime and embarked capability. 


This included developing how 
future Merlin squadrons would 
work with HMS Queen Elizabeth, 
Lockheed Martin F-35s (B variant) 
and other components of the 
Maritime Task Group (Crowsnest 
Merlin HM2) in the future. 
Overseas customers included 
the US Navy (providing maritime 
surveillance, working with 
Sikorsky MH-60 Seahawks 
aboard USS Carl Vinson (CVN- 
70) in 2014, in the Persian Gulf); 
the Royal Netherlands Air Force 
and the French Navy (controlling 


Inside the 849 NAS hangar at RNAS Culdrose 


Dassault Rafale Ms respecth Jy 
during the Skinners Gold exercise 
series) and NATO (during the 
NATO Tiger Meet 2017 held at 
Landivisiau, France). 

Since the Sea King ASaC7 was 
retired, Culdrose Maritime Merlin 
Force has been brought together 
as one large squadron, to ensure 
that the Force and RNAS Culdrose 
can deliver future defence tasking. 
As part of this process, 849 NAS 
squadron was unfortunately 
disbanded, leaving two operational 
squadrons (814 and 820 NAS) and 
one training squadron (824 NAS). 

Having conducted its first flight 
from Leonardo Helicopters Yeovil 
site in March 2019, systems testing 
of the Crowsnest-equipped Merlin 
HM2s is well underway, although 
initial operational capability (IOC) 
of the Crowsnest AEW aircraft 
faces an 18-month delay, as 
confirmed by a National Audit 
Office report issued on June 26, 
2020. The revised IOC date is now 
September 2021. 

While this delay is unfortunate, 
it will not be too long before the 
next generation of 'Baggers' is 
providing long-range surveillance 
over water, as well as intelligence, 
air, maritime and land detection 
and tracking capabilities to the 
Royal Navy's ships and a whole 
host of allies. 
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